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ABSTRACT

This thesis examines John Milton's Areopagitica and
discusses four key aspects of the document; the historical era
and personal circumstances which occasioned Areopagitica, the
form of the argument, the substance of the argument, and
finally, the document's influence, both on its own time and on
the present. |

Chapter one examines how the civil war and Milton's
experience in writing and presenting the divorcc tracts shaped
the development of Areopagitica. Next, chapter two discusses
the structure of Areopagitica and how, despite their logical
outward form, the arguments in Areopagitica in fact deviate
from formal deductive reasoning. In chapter three the rhetoric
of Milton's argument is aséessed, and finally, in chapter four,
the influence Milton's document had upon its seventeenth-
century audience, and the relevance of Areopagitica to

twentieth-century censorship debates are considered.
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Chapter One

Public and Persoﬁal Crises: the Civil War, Milton's Divorce Tracts and

their Influences on Areopagitica

In order to appreciate the style and Beauty of what is generally
agreed to be John Milton's most outstanding prose work one need
only read the document itself. Even without an understanding of the
issues or the events that brought about Areopagitica the modern
reader can still marvel over its rich and evocative imagery and revel
in its many timeless expressions and astute encapsulations of
Christian philosophy. A complete appreciation of Areopagitica,
however, requires that the details concerning the immediate national
and private occasions of the document be examined. John Milton's
Areopagitica is not an esoteric discussion of religious liberty or
unlicensed printing, but rather an actual response to a specific
parliamentary order;‘ it is not the work of a sequestered and
dispassionate observer, but rather the product of a sincere and
powerful mind, fully engaged in its subject. It is for these reasons
that an undersianding of the intellectual milieu and historical events
that precipitated Areopagitica is critical both to an appreciation of
the text itself and to a clearer understanding of the mind responsible
for its creation. Areopagitica 1is the product of the Protestant
Reformation and the English civil war, but it is also the direct result
of specific events and intellectual developments that occurred to and

within John Milton himself.
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In exdin;itv\.iiig the events and | id';eas,. that ,gmsi-;qnyed
Areapagiticd, ihis discussion will focus on tﬁe rclicibbs va‘t.id poiiticdl
issues that most concerned Milton. It will begin with a briet' révigw
of the events leading to the civil war and then éodcentrute on tlie
years immediately preceding Areopagitica (1642 through 1644)
when the issues of supremacy, church government and toleration
were under public debate. Finally, it will examine the more personal
events and the changes in Milton's own beliefs that made
Areopagitica possible, and in fact, necessary.

Recently it has been popular to reinterpret the developments
immediately preceding the civil war in terms of an economic class
struggle or a battle for constitutional reform.! Although both of
these issues certainly played a role in the civil war, it is the pressure
for religious reform that offers the strongest thread by which this
particular phase in British history must be unravelled. Even if
constitutional and economic issues were foremost in the minds of
some Englishmen in the years preceding 1642 (as was no doubt the
case) these priorities were not shared by John Milton. As
Christopher Hill points out, for Milton, the civil war was only one step
in a long process of religious reformation that began with John
Wycliff in the late 1300's (Milton 86). .This view is reflected in the
prose works written by Milton between 1641 and 1644. As Milton

IThe strongest case for an economic or Marxist interpretation of thesc events
is offered by Christopher Hill in his two books The English Revolution 1640,
and Milton and the English Revolution. J.W. Allen presents the case for a
constitutional reading of the civil war in his book English Political Thought
1603-1660.
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states in tﬁe oftéﬁ-ﬁuotcd passage trpm Thg Secand ‘Def:eﬁcg.z lus
plea for unlic_ehsed printing is but one of three as_pects of domestic
iibcrties oh which he chose to wi'ite during the years he dedicated to
'securing the iiberty of his hation. Like the great “protestant
reformers John Wycliff, Martin Luther, John Calvin and John Knox,
the hope of "purifying” the church and creating a truly Christian
nation burned bright in Milton and in many of his contemporaries.
Areopagitica reflects the hopes of John Milton, Englishman, that his
nation may be freed of all encumbrances to become "a standard for
the recovery of lost Truth" (Milton, Of Reform 44).

The specific occasion for Areopagitica is the Licensing Order of
1643 and its demand that:

no Order or Declaration of both, or either House of
Parliament shall be printed by any, but by order of one or
both the said Houses: Nor other Book, Pamphlet, paper, nor
part of any such Book, Pamphlet, or paper, shall from
henceforth be printed, bound, stitched or put to sale by any
person or persons whatsoever, unlesse the same be first
approved of and licensed under the hands of such person or
persons as both, or either of the said Houses shall appoint
for the licensing of the same, and 2ntred in the Register

2john Milton, The Second Defence, trans. Robert Fellows, The Prose Works of

John Milton, edited by J.A. St. John. Bohn Library (5§ vols., London, 1848-1853),

I 258-59. The passage reads as follows:
When the bishops could no longer resist the mulutude of their
assailants, | had leisure t0 turn my thoughts to other subjects; to the
promotion of real and substantial liberty; which is rather to be sought
from within than from without. . . . When, therefore, I perceived that
there were three species of liberty which are essential to the happiness
of social life -- religious, domestic, and civil; and as | had already
written concerning the first, and the magistrates were strenuously
active in obtaining the third, I determined to tum my attention to the
second, or the domestic species. As this seemed to involve three material
questions, the conditions of the conjugal tie, the education of the
children, and the free publication of the thought, I made them objects
of distinct consideration.



, , . 4

Book of the Company of Stationers, ;;c'c;,;al;;g to Ancient

custom, and  the Printer therof to put his name thereto.

(Llcensing Order, 797) - -
In other cxrcumstances this order mxght have been dismissed as an
understandable war measures act to combat propaganda When the
order was issued, Parliament was eugaged in the eleventh month of
civil war against its King. To Mllton, however, not only was the order
itself a source of contention, but its resemblance to the mure
stringent Star Chamber Decree of 1637 recalled distasteful memories
of governmental and ecclesiastical abuse under the rules of James
and Charles Stuart, and thereby provoked his reply.

The turmoil and seething discontent that eventually resulted in
civil war essentially began with the reign of James I, King of both
Scotland and England. James ascended the throne in 1603, five
years before Milton's birth, Justification for both the economic and
constitutional interpretations of the civil war may be traced to the
reign of James I, During this period, the groundwork for general
discontent was laid as taxes were continually raised io meet
exorbitant expenditures, and the role of Parliament was diminished
by James's insistence upon the Divine Right of Kings. His biggest
mistakes, however, involved the church. James I was raised as a
Calvinist.  This fact led the Puritan§ to hope that he would be
sympathetic to their cause. This was not the case. As the editors of
Seventeenth-Century Verse and Prose note in their introduction,
although James's predecessor Queen Elizabeth had been a source of

frustration for the Puritans, she was much less offensive than James:

Queen Elizabeth with her crucifix in her chapel, and her
impatience with clerical impertinence, and her all too
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obvious disinclination to further change was trying enough
to those who desired a more thorough-going Protestant
reform. But James I, with his various, as it seemed to the
Puritans, dallyings with Rome, and his schemes for a Spanish
marriage for his son and heir, and his tolerance of Recusants,
and his obvious distaste for strong preaching on the duties
of the Head of the Church from Puritan preachers, was
worse. And meanwhile the Church of England by law
established was more and more assuming a character and an
institutional temper and personality that must from day to
day and week to week have proved more disheartening to
Puritan zeal than any doctrinal pronouncement. (White 5).

The Millenary Petition of 1603, in which approximately 1,000
ministers asked for reform of abuses, was all but ignbred by James.
The Hampton Court Conference of 1604, in which the Bishops and
Puritans met to resolve differences, is memorable for two reasons:
the commissioning of the King James Version of the Bible, and the
otherwise flagrant disregard shown to Puritan requests.  Finally,
James's decision in 1606 to restore the bishops to Scotland ultimately
resulted in two bishop's wars. These issues are compounded by the
King's more personal offences. James was known for his
appointments of "favouritss" who were given considerable influence
over public policy, and he was accused by Sir Simonds D'Ewes of "the
sin of sodomy" (Hill, Milton, 18). General discontent with James I
was reflected in the Petition of Right, presented to his son and
successor in 1628.  The petition called for an end to all forms of
taxation without consent of Parliament, an end to billeting of soldiers
in privaté homes, an end to commissions paid to military officers
executing martial law in peace time, and finally, an end to
imprisonments made without charge. Charles I gave assent to this

petition on June 7, 1628, but he was not long in producing new
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grounds for offence. In HJa'nuary of 1629 Chm‘les called @ new seséibﬁ
of Parliatﬁent_._ _ ‘Disputesr over tonnage anﬁ bouhdéée ciaiﬁis of
privilege resulted in a skirmish in the Hodse of C_omxﬁg)ns i&héfe the
speaker was forcibly retained in his chair while the Resoiutions of
Eliot were read. The resolutions declared all who spoke out against
the "true church,” and those who either levied or paid tonnage and
poundage duties without the consent of Parliament, as enemies of the
state. In retaliation for the outburst, Charles suspended Parliament
for eleven years.

During these years Charles faced the same problems that had
haunted his father. War debts were rising, and with Parliament
suspended Charles was without a legal means of securing additional
funds. In order to solve his financial problems without recalling
Parliament he began collecting "ship-money" from all seaboard and
inland towns under the pretence of offsetting the costs of navy
protection for coastal towns and cities. He sold monopolies, and he
hired the services of two lawyers, Noy and Finch, who revived an
obsolete law compelling all landowners earning 40 pounds a year or
more in rent to be knighted, and to pay a handsome sum for the
privilege. All of these actions were very unpopular, but this third
proposal caused particular unrest among English citizens.  The
outdated law would have at one time applied only to very wealthy
landowners, but over the years and through inflation it now applied
to most middle class citizens of seventeenth-century England.
Through the revival of this law Charles was able to charge fees to a
broad population base and to levy heavy fines against all who had

failed to comply with the law during its obsolescence. In 1640
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Charles wés finally _forced ig ﬁccoqﬁ_tﬁfof_iﬁbeéey Vit'\ju;.tices ‘when
 Scotland's first Bis}iop’s War and Englimd's general financial distress
gave him no other option but to re-convenc Parliament. |

Despite the scveriiy of the economic and constitutional
injustices that prevailed during this time, it is important to note that
it was the religious concern that stirred Scotland and eventually
England into military action. The first Bishop's War of 1639 was the
direct result of James's re-institution of the bishop's office in the
Scottish church in 1606. In order to appreciate the significance of
James's action and the backlash it caused, the history of the
Protestant Reformation must be borne in mind.

The reformation that eventually swept across all of Europe
may be traced to the late 1300's in England and to the "Morning Star
of the Reformation," John Wycliff. In his protestations against the
clergy and general church corruption, Wycliff condemns the practices
later satirized by Geofffey Chaucer in his Friar's and Summoner's
tales. Wycliff rejected church doctrines like transubstantiation; he
asserted that Christ should be man's only overlord; and he insisted
that clergy should not be permitted to own property. ‘These beliefs
gained support from many people who were sceptical of the Catholic
Church's tradition-based doctrines, and who were tired of both
paying high taxes to Rome and contending with the inflated and
often corrupt power of the local clergy. Although his doctrines led to
his condemnation as a heretic in both 1380 and 1382, the spirit of
Wycliff's reforms was reborn in Germany almost 100 years later
under the leadership of Martin Luther. Luther, a monk and a

professor of theology at the University of Wittenburg, was incited by



corruption lxke thc scllmg of mdulgenccs to bcgin his campaign for
reform. The 95 theses or propositions that hc nailed to the church
door in Wittenburg hcgan the most radical phasc of changes in the
church. In these theses, Luther denied thc_ Pope's authoxity anrdk
called for a return to a hibiically "based faith., He concludcd’ thc'
document with a challenge to debate any opponent. . Luthcr‘s
challenge was never accepted, but the Diet at Speyer, which was held
in 1529, concluded by condemning the Lutheran faith and outlawing
those who practiced it. This action resulted in the "protcsts"’ of
Lutheran Princes and associates, and eventually in a civil war
between these Protestant Princes and Emperor Charles V.  The
Protestants won this war, and in 1555 the Lutheran faith was
officially sanctioned, and both Princes and subjects were given the
opportunity to choose betwccn the Lutheran and Catholic faiths. In
- 1533, shortly before this sanction occurred, the third generation of
reformers was beginning in France with the conversion of John
Calvin. Following his sudden conversion, Calvin began preaching the
protestant faith in France. When it became unsafe for him to
continue living in France, he moved to Geneva, Switzerland, where in
1536 he published The Institutes of the Christian Religion. Calvin's
austere piety was based on beliefs similar to those of Luther, and at
one point there was a movement to bring the two leaders together.
Luther refused to accept Calvin's beliefs regarding the Eucharist and
the doctrine of predestination, however, and the merger never
occurred. Calvin's beliefs and those of his co-worker John Knox are
distinguished by their emphasis on representative government in the

church. The ministers are chosen by the members, and “elders” or
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"presbyters” serve as chief ,offi‘cevrs. Calvin's Presbyterian church
eventually dominated Geneva wliei'e Calvin himself became the
virtual ruler.  Through Jolin Knox, the Presbyterian faith was
established in Scotland and preached in Engldnd.,, Through the
teachings of Calvin and Knox, the Presbyterian faith may be credited
with having sped the shift from the agrarian medieval economy to
the emerging commercial and industrial economy (Bridgwater 168).
This shift was aided by the advent of the "protestant Work ethic" --
the values of hard work and thrift that were taught by Calvin and
Knox as essential to the realization of God's work on earth. |

One hundred years later, the blatant disregard of these ethics
by both Scotland and England's Stuart Kings, and their apparent .
endorsement of such "papal" customs as episcopacy and other
corruptions in church government, inspired the Scottish
Presbyterians to revolt.  Although the Scottish people may have
submitted to the Stuarts' economic and political abuses with a stoic
determination to "render unto Caesar the things which are Caesar's,”
they declared war to defend the reforms of .their "true taith" (KJV
Matt. 22:21).

The Crown's disregard for church reform in England during the
years of suspended Parliament fuelled the political engines for a
similar revdlt in England. In addition to his efforts to introduce the
Church of England practices to Scotland, the powérful Archbishop
Laud also enforced conformity on English citizens. His 1633 order to
inrail the communion table was denounced by Milton and others as
an effort to change the communion table into "a table of separation”

(Milton, Of Reform S53). Laud's punishments for Puritans who
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refused to follow Church of England forms resulted in a mass exodus
of several thoﬁéand Puritans to the Massachusetts Bay colony. When |
the Scottish rebéllign finally forced Charles to call the fourth
Parliament, the pailiéﬁ:entaridns were eager to play their advantage.
Accordingly, Parliament withheld all funds from Charles until
grievances could be settled. Charles refused ihe condition and
dissolved what came to be called the Short Parliament, Six months
later, in November of 1640, The Second Bishop's War and the
Royalist defeat at Newburne-on-the-’l’yne forced Charles to call
members back to a new sitting of the House of Commons. This time
Charles had little choice but to agree to the reforms presented to him.
Archbishop Laud as well as the Earl of Strafford were both
impeached and subsequently held under a bill of attainder until their
execution; the Triennial Act was passed to ensure the summoning of
Parliament at least once every three years with or without initiative
by the King; finally, and most importantly, the Root and Branch Bill
for the abolition of bishops was péssed. These radical changes were
followed by still more amendments. In 1641, the Courts of the Star
Chamber and High Commission were abolished. The Court of the Star
Chamber, which was originally included in the English constitution to
provide a means of prosecuting very dangerous and influential
criminals, had recently been used by Laud to persecute his Puritan
opponents. Dr. Henry Burton, Dr. John Bastiwick and William Prynne
had dared to speak out against Laud. They were convicted by the
Star Chamber and subjected to the brutal sentence which dictated
that their ears be sawed off and the men themselves thrown in

prison. This act of terrorism by the Archbishop raised much public
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support for his adversaries and much hatred for the St@r Chamber.
Although all of these amendments were passed, it was not long
before the King rebelled against the ;parliamehtary constfaints. Ori
October 21, 1641, Parliament convened to discuss the disturbing
news that over 30,000 Protestants had been massacred in an Irish
Catholic 'uprising in Ulster. Parliament wanted to raise an army to
defend its interests in Ireland, but it was not yet ready to trust the
King with military forces. In an attempt to assure themselves of
Charles's support, Parliament presented the King with a summary of
the grievances of his reign. For the first time Charles began to sense
a weakness developing between the radical Presbyterians and the
more moderate Puritan members of the Commons. In an effort to
take advantage of this apparent weakness, Charles refused the
summary of grievances and demanded the impeachment of five key
members of the Commons. Tae Commons, however, refused the
order of arrest. In a final bid to press his very marginal advantage,
Charles and a few hundred soldiers stormed the House and
attempted to seize the five members on January 4, 1642. The
members, however, were not to be found. Having received advance
word of the King's intentions, the five were removed from the House
of Commons and kept in London under guard. On January 10,
Charles took the Great Seal and removed to York. Two attempts were
made by the Commons to have the King assent to their propositions,
but both failed. On August 22, 1642, Charles raised the Royal
Standard at Nottingham and the Civil War began.

During the year immediately preceding the Civil War, John

Milton had left his comfortable life of study and writing to dedicate
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himself to the pqliiical ‘concerns of the day. Altlioﬁgh he had .a'l.r_eh‘dy |
shown sigps of iiis brilliant poetic taients with works like Lyg:c'das.
Comus and "L'Allegro” and m Penseroso,” in 1641 he put aside his
projects to engage in the public dispute over episcopal versus puritan
forms of church government:

'l could not, he said 'be ignorant what is of divine and what
is of human right; I resolved, though 1 was then meditating
certain other matters, to transfer into this struggle all my
genius and all the strength of my industry. (Dole vii)

During the time between spring of 1641 and August of 1643, Milton
_published five anti-episcopal tracts: "Of Reformation Touching
Church-Discipline in England," "Of Prelatical Episcopacy,”
"Animadversions,” "The Reason of Church Government," and "An
Apology." When Milton began his writing, Parliament had
established its control and had begun amending various grievances.
During the time between the commencemet{t of the Long Parliament
and the spring of 1641, however, cracks began to emerge in what
had once been the solid resolve and unity of the Parliament. Once
having ascended into power, the hitherto unapparent differences
between the radical Presbyterian and more moderate Puritan
members began to emerge. It was this» split that Charles had hoped
to exploit when he stormed Parliament on January 4, 1642, and it
was this split that compelled ‘Milton to throw his energies behind the
anti-episcopal lobby.

For Milton, the argument against the episcopacy presented
itself readily in the Scriptures. Thus, the argumentation required to

support his lobby conformed easily to Milton's own philosophy
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whereby Scripuire was believed to be the so:i»é( ksou.‘rce» of div_ine
revelation, A§ Arthur Bdtker points out in his study, Milton and The
Puritan Dilemma, however, Milton's views did not go uncontested by
his opponents, and neither did they go without recohsideration by -
Milton himself. In fact, a good portion of the responses against the
scripturally-based, anti-episcopal argument actually anticipated
changes that were to occur in Milton's own thinking following his

disillusioning experiences with the divorce tracts:

The men, like John Hales and William Chillingworth, who
made up at Lord Falkland's house a convivium
philosophicum, had perceived more clearly than the
Puritans, or than the Milton of 1641 and 1642, the
inevitable consequence of the Protestant appeal to Scripture
against ecclesiastical authority.  They met the Roman
assertion tiat it meant confusion, not by proposing the
establishment of a new authority, but by announcing their
confidence in the mercy of God and in the findings of 'reason
illuminated by revelation out of the written word.' . . . They
did not believe (as his Roman antagonist appeared to assert)
that men were to be given over to reason guided only 'by
principles of nature,’ by prejudices and popular errors, to
come to their beliefs by chance. They were to follow 'right
reason, grounded on divine revelation and common notions
written by God in the hearts of all men, and deducing,
according to the never-failing rules of logic, consequent
deductions.! (Barker 82)

As Barker notes, at the time these views were first presented Milton
was first among his puritan peers to condemn such doctrines as
ignoble attempts to justify human error by only selectively following
divine laws as they are presented in the Bijble. Over a very short
period of time, however, circumstances dictated that Milton

reconsider these early beliefs.
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In the meamime, Charles's removal to Yoﬂ: _focusecl_p‘ﬁbiliq
debate on the issue of supremacy. Although Milton | did tioi
contribute a document dedicated to this debate, he gttei;ded to
similar issues in the ahti-episcopal tracts and incorporated the
central concern over natural and divine law which einerged from this
debate over supremacy into both his Doctrine and Discipline of
Divorce and Areopagitica. In his comprehensive summary of
background to Milton's prose tracts, Ernest Sirluck provides an in-
depth discussion of the complexities and subtleties of the term "law"
as it was applied in England during this period and as it related to
the supremacy debate. Without repeating this discussion, suffice to
say that the already ambiguous and imprecise distinctions made
batween lex, jus and nomos served to make the ensuing debate
between the legality of actions by both the King and Parliament very
confusing (Sirluck 12). Since both the .King and Parliament had
formally been bound together through constitutional law and
through custom, the independent actions of both now had to be
justified. As Sirluck points out, the debate began with Parliament's
proclamation that Charles had broken the law, and that its actions
must thereby be justified as a means of preserving this law. In
what was to become the most famous statement of this position,
William Pym justified the Commons in a speech to Parliament which

was subsequently published under order of the House:

That which is given me in charge, is, to shew the quality of
the offence, how hainous it is in the nature, how
mischievous in the effect of it; which will best appeare if it
be examined by that Law, to which he himselfe appealed,
that universall, that supreme Law, Salus populi : This is the
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Element of all Laws, out of which they are derived; the End
of all Laws, to which they are designed, and in- which they
are perfected. . . . There is in this Crime, a Seminarie of all
evils hurtfull to a State; and if you consider the reasons of
it, it must needs be so: The Law is that which puts a
difference betwixt good and evill, betwixt just and unjust;
If you take away the Law, all things will fall into a
confusion, every man will become a Law to himselfe, which
in the depraved condition of humane nature, must needs
produce many great enormities: Lust will become Law, and
Envie will become a Law, Covetousnesse and Ambition - will
become Lawes. ... The Law is the Boundarie, the Measure
betwixt the Kings Prerogative, and the Peoples Liberty. .
The Law is the safeguard, the custody of all private
interest: Your Honours, your Lives, your Liberties and
Estates are all in the keeping of the Law,; without this,
every man hath a like right to any thing. (Sirluck 14-15)

As Sirluck notes, these words were to ring in Parliament's ears for
much time to come as, when Parliament was eventually forced to
break the "law" in order to proceed with its duties, the King swiftly
returned to Pym's argument and used it against Parliament, What
eventually arose out of these disputes was a refinement of
Parliament's philosophy of government. A shift was made from the
position where justification was based on Parliament's right to
uphold the law, to a position where justification was based on its
power to create law. This right to create law was based on a belief in
the divine sanction of a "natural law" wherein self-preservation and
justice are manifest. In the latter part of 1643, when this debate
began to give way to a renewed debate over church government,
Milton turned his attention to the "domestic liberties” and specifically
to the topic of divorce. In his pamphlet the Doctrine and Discipline of

Divorce, the idea of a "manifest natural law" forms a central part of
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lus ﬁgprﬁgnt, as doesthe issue of divine th?leﬁbﬁ through iéasoﬁ.
which had calier surfaced m the episcop@l' debates. |

Although the rather embaﬁérssin»g chronoiogy tluﬁn led
biographer David Masson to conclude that Milton wrote the first
divorce tract on his honeymoon has since been proven false, the
personal motivation this error implies remains a legitimate means of
at least partly understanding the circumstances that léd to The
Doctrine and Discipline of Divorce. Although Sirluck notes that there
is still some reason to believe that Milton was favourably disposed to
the doctrine of divorce before his own circumstances gave him cause
to consider it in more detail, he also observes that, "when the blow
fell on himself, this favourable opinion became an urgent conviction
which he thought it his duty to ptomulgﬁte" (138). Milton soon
discovered that his newly substantiated beliefs regarding divorce
required considerable accommodations and changes of his former
opinions regarding the scriptures as the sole source of divine
revelation. In order to confute Christ's own injunction against‘
divorce, which is recorded in Mathew 19:3-9, Milton was challenged
to re-evaluate the theory of "right reason" that was earlier put forth
by his opponents in the episcopal debates. By the time he began The
Doctrine and Discipline of Divorce this theory was fully embraced by
Milton. He who once held the Scripture to be the only source of
divine guidance was now a passionate proponent of reason as “the
candle of the Lord" that gﬁides men of sincere intentions to a more
complete fulfilment of God's own desires for their individual lives.
With this development came a willingness to accept the inevitability

of both good and evil and the necessity for each individual to choose
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between virtue ,ahd vice. As Arthur Baﬂter observes, these newly
acquired views not only influenced the divorce tracts, but they

became the fundamental princibles uj:on which Areopagitica was

constructed:

It required the events of 1643 to bring out the implications
of his belief that man's understanding was proportionable to
truth if he would purge it of the effects of sin. In the early
pamphlets the emphasis falls on reason's depravity; in the
Areopagitica it is thrown where Falkland [Milton's former
opponent] placed it, on reason's potentialities. The
conclusions of the Areopagitica are those at which the
Christian rationalists had long since arrived. (83)

Not only did the divorce tracts facilitate the intellectual changes that
made Areopagitica  possible, but they also provided the large
measure of humiliation and disillusionment Milton required to get
"the power within" him "to a passion” (Areo 487). Much to Milton's
disgust his views were roundly rejected by his former allies, On
three occasions leading up to the publication of Areopagitica, in fact,
Milton was mentioned by name as one of the primary sources of the
depraved and blasphemous material to result from unlicensed
presses. Having been impressed with the press's power to dissuade
and persuade public opinion by the written exchanges that occurred
during the episcopal debates, Parliament had immediately set about
an attempt to harness or at least control this power by revising and
re-establishing dormant licensing legislation which, despite Milton's
claim in Areopagitica that licensing was a "Spanish invention," had in
fact been operating in England one hundred and thirty-seven years

before the council of Trent (Sirluck 158).



| aneusmg played a very actwe role thtoughout England‘

history As Fredtick Seaton Sieben notes in his smdy Freedom of the

Press . in England 1476-1776, the effectwcness of the lncensmg

polwles that operated at various points in Britain's history must be
calculated by evaluating ;hree factors: the variety of controls put in
place by government, the degree of effort made to enforce these
controls, and finally, the dégree of compliance these efforts received
from the populace (Siebert 1-2). During the yea.rs of the Tudor reign
all three of these factors were at their peak, and as a result, stringent
control was maintained over the publishing industry., With the
advent of civill war, however, this situation changed. With the
general dismantling of the Crown offices, the mechanisms for
enforcing licensing orders were also either abolished or rendered
impotent.  Although Milton implies in Areopagitica that this
loosening of state control over printing reflected a more liberal

~ attitude towards the press, evidence suggests that this was not the

case. As Siebert observes:

The freedom which the press enjoyed during this short
period was due to the failure of enforcement agencies and to
the pressure of other issues rather than to any belief on the
part of the Parliamentarians that the press should be free.
In fact, Parliament turned its attention to the regulaiion of
the press at the earliest possible moment. (Siebert 174)

On June §, 1641, for example, the Commons authorized the
Stationer's Company to take actions to "suppress and hinder” printing
(Siebert 174). Soon, however, the Commons was displeased with the
Company's efforts and as a result, tcok matters into its own charge.

- On August 26, 1642 both houses agreed to establish a temporary
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licensing system, and finally, on June 14, 1_643 the Ordinance for the
Regulaiion of Printing was declared. While the intent to _suppress
printing was apparent, the system designed to en_force' the
6rdinances was less than effective. The administration of the
licensing legislation was shared by a number of committees,
including the Committee on Printing, which was assigned the duty of -
seeking out the names of both the author and printer of Milton's
pamphlet on divorce (Siebert 189). Despite these committees, the
works of Milton and his fellow pamphleteers continued to be
published. In general Pariiament's reaction to these illegal
documents was predictably negative, but this was particularly true
of their reaction to the divorce tracts.

Although the ideas of polygamy and "divorce at pleasure”
expressed by Milton in this pamphlet are still considered largely
unacceptable today, the vehement negative reaction this pamphlet
received in 1643 is still indicative of the conservatism and
conformity that began to unsettle Parliament and complicate efforts
to reform the episcopal system of church government. Of course
matters were also complicated by the on-going demands of the civil
war. h

In the latter half of 1643, the need for military support from
the Scots for the war brought about negotiations that eventually
concluded in the signing of The Solemn League‘ and Covenant on
September 25 of the same year. In many respects, the subtle
changes in wording made to the final version -of the Covenant by the

English parliamentary negotiator Henry Vane summarize the issues
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of conceiri to Paﬂiaﬁient at this time The pfopoéal initi@lly ,bm f@rth )
by the Scots was worded in the following manner:

The preservation of the true Protestam reformed religion in
the Church of Scotland, in doctrine, worship, discipline, and
government, and the reformation of religion in: the Church of
England, according to the example of the best reformed
churches, and as may bring the churches of God in both
nations to the nearest conjunction and uniformity in religion,
confession of faith, form of government, directory for
worship and catechnsmg that we and our posterity after us
may, as brethren, live in faith and love. (Gardiner 230)

The changes made by Vane are as follows:

The preservation of the true Protestant reformed religion in
the Church of Scotland in doctrine, worship, discipline and
government according to the word of God and the
reformation of religion in the Church of England according to
the same Holy word and the example of the best reformed
Churches . . . (Gardiner 230)

Although the change was slight, it served to retain for England the
liberty of controlling its church, rather than resigning this control to
the Scottish Presbyterians. As Robert Baillie, one of the Scottish
Commissioners to the Westminster Assembly observed, "The English
were for a civil league, we for a religious covenant” (Gardiner 229).
In his comprehensive four volume discussion of the His"t‘ory of the
Great Civil War, Samuel R. Gardiner explains the vast differences that
existed between the écottish Church and English people, despite their

common commitment to religious reformation.

The Scottish clergy were likely to be the last to perceive that
what was possible in Scotland was impossible in England, or
that a nation whose middle classes had been disciplined
under the Tudor monarchy, and had already ceased to feel
alarm at the pretensions of the nobility, would never place
itself under the Presbyterian system. Such considerations
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were entiruly a'&en to the thought of the seventeenth
century. It wai, iherefore, with natural eagerness that the
Nortkern cievgy urged the sssimilation of the English to the

Scottishk church, {(Gordiner 227) o

As -Gardiner notes. the Scottish clergy were at this time engaged in a
program of strict discipline in order to deal with the power they had
recently attained. To the clergy "the support of religion was all in all,
and strict as they were in the matter of doctrinal orthodoxy, their
strictness was still greater with respect to the observance of the Ten
Commandments" (Gardiner 226). In their zeal to‘ live up to the
power they achieved, and to create the Godly nation they believecf
their achievement sanctioned, the Scots Presbyterian church followed
the examples of intolerance set by Luther, Calvin and Knox, and
became oppressors themselves., It is an unfortunate comment on
human nature that the sincerity and dedication that inspired the
Reformation also inspired. in the reformers a high degree of
intolerance for any deviants to their particular reforms. As Milton
later observes in Areopagitica, all of the reformers were anxious for
a response to their prayers for reform, bui when this response was

received many were unable to embrace it:

Yet when the new light which we beg for shines in upon us,
there be who envy, and oppose, if it come not first in at
their casements. (562) .

Luther rejected Calvin; Calvin had the dissenter and physician
Servetus burnt at the stake. This intolerance may have been the
result of the reformers' fear that their example of rebellion may be
interpreted as license to justify sin. Whatever the motivation,
however, this intolerance drove the Scottish clergy to "inquisitorial”

measures to ensure that all was as it should be. Severe penalties



- were imposed on’ tbose who failed to observe the sancmy of the
Lord's day, and during the course of a few months "no less thun _ |
thirty unhappy women were burnt alive as witches in Fife ulone
(Gardiner 227). It should come as no surpnse that many Bnglishmen
were less than enthusiastic about resiamng the government of their
church to the Scottish Presbyteiiaus. | In England the debate over
church government covered the extremes of complete freedom of
religion, to arguments (largely put forth by the Assembly) in fa\{o'ur
of immediate alliance with the Scots. Eventually this debate was |
altered slightly to focus on the issue of tolerance in general. The plea
for toleration of the sects initially began as a rather insincere ploy 'by
members of the Baptist sect to secure a legal forum in which they
could impose their beliefs on others (Sirluck 75).  The first sincere
examples of the tolerationist point of view were offered by Roger
Williams. Williams had been banished from the Massachusetts Bay
colony, and through this experience he had learned the real
limitations of the reformed church. Although Williams wrote several
other pamphlets before Bloody Tenant, Of Persecution, for Cause of
Conscience Discussed was published on July 15, 1643, this is
certainly his most famous work. In this tract Williams puts forth the
concept of distinct civil and religious government. He declares the
church to be wholly spiritual and the state wholly "natural.”" He
concludes with a plea for toleration of all sects, Jews, Roman Catholics
and even unbelievers. Of course this tract led to much public scorn
and ridicule for its author, but this did not inhibit either Williams or
the debate in general. A multitude of opinions and criticisms

emerged in pamphlets exploring various approaches and degrees of
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ioiethiioh. Uitiih_aitely, in the cdses of Henry Robinson, William
Waiwyﬁ and John Mllton. this debate also became a forum for
argument against the lidensing of pﬁnting.

Although Areopagitica must be counted among the
tolerationist arguments, the impetus for Areopagitica can be traced
not only to this issue, or even to the Licensing Order itself, but also to
the circumstances that arose following the reception of his divorce
pamphlet. To Milton's 4gr'eat disappointment the Doctrine and
Discipline of Divorce met with almost universal disgust. The reviews
Milton received from men who he had once trusted and respected
resulted in Milton's rejection of his puritan associations and in his
mistrust of the Presbyterian members of Parliament who he now
believed to be no better than old priests "writ large." The most
violent denouncement came from William Prynne. This same man
who had earlier suffered physical disfigurement and prison for his
heretical views and his criticisms under Archbishop Laud, now
became an oppressor himself. He urged Parliament to suppress
Milton's heretical and immoral beliefs in "divorce at pleasure”
(Sirluck 142). Despite the ridicule he suffered at the hands of
Prynne and others, as Sirluck notes, Milton was in the fortunate
position to benefit from the support of the tolerationist coalition who
were willing to defend Milton's right to free speech even if they
disagreed with his views (Sirluck 142). For example, both Henry
Robinson and Henry Burton defended Milton to Prynne by asserting
that a convincing counter argument based on the Scriptures would be
a more effective means of squelching the argument than suppression

or force.
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, V'Althpugh, Miltoii‘ was the firgt to write gpéthphlct exclusively
dealing with the licensing issue, he was not ghé first to btoach the_
topic. On March 24, 1644.' Hem'y Robinson inciuded' a plea for
ﬁnlicehsed pyinting in his tract Liberty of Conscience: or the Sole
Means to Obtaine Peace and Truth. Robinson argues that religious
conviction is not alterable by force, and further, that when such force
is applied it only serves to separate conscience from belief. The
remedy proposed by Robinson is a forum for free and open debate
where beliefs may be assessed and challenged. This forum required

an unlicensed press:

And if being confident in mine owne Religion, I cannot
possibly be brought to thinke otherwise by force, what ever
violence make me posesse outwardly to the contrary, then
will it be necessary to proceed by fair meanes, that all
reasons and inducements being aledged with equall liberty
and freedome on both sides, the whole controversie may be
fully stated and understood to the self-conviction of heresie
and errour, which if other Nations of different Religions may
not be permitted, and by that means freely declare and
expresse the grounds whereon they built their faith, how
false soever they be, they cannot possibly be convinced
thereof, but will be so much more hardned in their opinions,
conceiving them the founder, by how much you restrain the
publishing thereof, and when they see you intend to
persecute them, denying an equall and indifferent triall,
they will be gone again with a far more prejudicall conceit of
the Protestant Religion then they had before. (Haller III
135) '

A second criticism of the licensing order was incorporated into
William Walwyn's The Compassionate Samaritane. This document,
which was published just four months before Areopagitica, bears the
closest resemblance to Milton's pamphlet. Like Milton, Walwyn

begins his document with a complimentary address to the Commons.
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In this address he states lus dnsbehef that the Commons, which has
spent so niuch time "in recovering tlié coihinon liberties of England,
should in coﬁclhsion turne the common into particular" (Haller 61).
But in absolving the Commons of intentional wrong-dbing, Walwyn
does not also absolve the Assembly of the Divines. According to
Walwyn the Assembly must bear the blame for this new repression.
The Divines are accused of fearing the truth and of working for its
suppression (Haller 65). Walwyn emphasizes the duty of the
Commons as he sees it: to listen to the suggestions for the
furtherance of the common good, and then to act upon the
suggestions that appear in their sound judgement to be of benefit.
He also anticipates Milton's argument for the free combat of good and
evil, truth and falsehood, so that "errour may discover its foulnesse,
and truth become more glorious by a victorious conquest after a fight
in open field" (Haller 94). This similarity and others between
Walwyn's tract and Areopagitica have in fact led some scholars to
conclude that both Walwyn and Milton were influenced by each

other's work:

The close similarity of all this to the Areopagitica’s
exordium, proposition, and peroration, together with the
particular parallels indicated below, leave no doubt that
Milton had read and been influenced by The Compassionate
Samaritane. Most interestingly, the revised edition of The
Samaritane (January S5, 1645) appears in turn to have been
influenced by Areopagitica. (Sirluck 87)

It would seem very likely for a man of Milton's interests and
studious habits to have read Walwyn's work even if he was not
himself engaged in thought upon the same issue. The fact that

Milton was contemplating Areopagitica, if not already engaged in
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writing it at the tinie Walwyn's Vii'act, was publishved,k ﬁowevqf. does
nothing shoit of assure ﬁs of _M‘ilvton's _famiiiai{ity _}v_itif ‘The
Compassionate Sdmdritdne. But this is not to say that Mil@gﬁ_‘_& own
document was shaped aftei Walwyn's model. A close exdi;ination of
the Areopagitica in relation to Milton's own theories of légic and
rhetoric reveals such a degree of control and calculation in the
argumentation of the tract that the similarities with Walwyn's work
begin to take on the appearance of coincidence rather than design.

In November of 1644, Milton's Areopagitica was delivered,
without licence, to the English people. In this tract the events of the
Reformation, of the Civil War and the tumultuous events of Milton's
reassessment of key aspects of his own beliefs and of his public
persecution are brought to a masterful crescendo. Areopagitica is at
once a seemingly logical argument which, upon closer examination,
reveals itself to be a study in persuasive intentional fallacies, and a
deeply considered, meticulously structured masterpiece of rhetoric.
Like all great literature, it not only provides aesthetic pleasure to the
casual reader, but it also rewards the scrutiny of more detailed

study.



Ciiilpiel" Two

Milton's [llogical "Voice of Reason": the Structure and Logic of

Areopagitica

In Areopagitica’'s opening comments John Milton requests that
his . audience acknowledge and obey "the voice of reason from what
quarter soever it be heard speaking” (490). One would expect the
document that follows this comment to be an exemplary piece of well
reasoned and logical argumentation. This, however, is not the case,
In his introduction to‘ John Milton's text book on logic, the Artis
Logicae Plenior Institutio ad Petri . Rami Methodum Concinnata,
Walter J. Ong makes the following comment: "The self-conscious logic
that Milton's prose often advertises does not mean, however, that his
prose is always in fact tightly reasoned" (Ong, Prose 199). The
relative "tightness” of Milton's reasoning in Areopagitica may be
contested on a number of grounds. The document's four principal
arguments, for example, are primarily based upon the more
persuasive style of inductive reasoning rather than the more rigid
and objective style of deductive reasoning. Certainly, in a document
against the licensing of printing and in support of tolerance for non-
conformist faiths, Milton's acceptance of censorship and his
intolerance of "Popery" are curious if not illogical aspects of his
argument. These illogical aspects raise interesting questions about
the reasoning behind the disposition of his arguments. Despite a
variety and number of complex efforts to rationalize these seemingly

contradictory and illogical elements of Areopagitica, Ong's

27
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coﬁxmentary_ réiﬁains the most dcéurate dsSés#iﬁéni bf tﬁé curious
- aspects of _Miltoxi's address. o | |

The folldwing discussion will consider Are_apa_g;'uca iti tertiis of
the principal questionA of logic which, as Irving M. Copi states ih his
Introduction to Logic is as follows: "does the conclusion reached.
follow from the premises used or assumed?” (Copi §). While
Areopagitica often fails to meet this basic requirement of formal
reasoning. Milton's own text book on logic is testament to his
thorough understanding of the discipline, and therefore to the
intentional rather than inadvertent nature of the document's various
digressions from logic-based argumentation.3 Areopagitica’s unique
combination of logic and rhetoric forms part of a wholly intentional,
calculated authorial strategy caiefully designed to appeal to a
specific audience. It is often the case that when Areopagitica is least
logical, it is most persuasive. A

Milton's plea for unlicensed printing is composed of four major
arguments:  that licensing was conceived by the hated "popish”
establishment (and therefore that licensing is as evil as its
inventors), that highly respected church authorities recommended -
the reading of both "good” and "bad" books (and therefore it must be
beneficial to read these books), that attempts to license books will
not succeed in suppressing the "scandalous, seditious and libellous”

books (491), and finally, that licensing will result in the

3There is some controversy over the date of Milton's logic but most agree that

it was likely written between 1648 and 1650, when Milton was teaching logic to
his nephews. Although Areopagitica is therefore likely to have preceded the

text on logic, it may be safely assumed that Milton already possessed in 1644 the
vast part of the knowledge he would later display in his text.
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discoﬁrasémgnt of ’_al'l' »‘legr‘i\-ihg. ahd mﬁs_t_ »@hﬂe_refore be avoided,
Although Milton"s presentation of these aigumgnts_ is in fact riddled
wiib logical fallacies and is often overtly dependent upon weaker
argumentative techniques, the document consistently maintains the
appearahce of reason. This appearance is largely due to the
structure of the argument and its accordance with classical oratorical
form. In his Rhetoric, Aristotle presents his recommended format for

speeches:

These are the essential features of a speech; and it cannot in
any case have more than Introduction, Statement, Argument
and Epilogue. (Aristotle 200)

In following this general outline, Milton encourages a favourable
reception for his address by conveying information to his readers in
a predictable and orderly manner. The sense of order and the
appearance of familiarity this structure affords the document
provides Areopagitica with an authoritative tone, which is also
apparent throughout each of the four sections of the speech, as each
of the four follows an equally familiar and accepted internal
structure. This is especially true of the introduction.

In the proem or introduction to Areopagitica, Milton begins by
expressing the feelings evoked within him as he prepares his address
to Parliament. He expresses his sympathy with others who, in
similar situations, have felt doubt, hope and occasionally confidence
about their endeavour. Although he also admits to these‘ feelings, he
stresses that they are in his case overshadowed by the joy he feels at
the opportunity to promote his country's liberty. Milton then

proceeds to point out how this opportunity to air complaints is the
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hlghest possible good 3 man can expeet of a commonweulth. sim it

is unreasonable to hope for a situation iu which urievances never
arise. He congratulatgs his audience, the "worthy Magistrates"(d«s?).‘
the Lords and Comthohs of Engldhd. who tlii'd\.igh the dssistauce of
God were able to bring about the existing state of liberty. He
continues his praise of the Lords and Commons, and pauses briefly to
distinguish between praise and flattery, He then suggests that his
fellow citizens will come to appreciate the real differences between
the "magnanimity of a trienniall Parlament’ and the "Prelates and
cabin Counsellours that usurpt of late" when they observe Parliament
willingly accepting criticism of a recent order (488-9). Milton
proceeds to offer examples from "the old and elegant 'humanity of .
Greece" that support the custom of allowing "men who profest the
study of wisdome and eloquence” to address the magistrates when
they felt the state should be admonished (489). He concludes the
proem or introduction by requesting that, although he may be
inferior to the wise men of ancient Greece, he not be considered as
inferior as his audience must be considered superior to the
statesmen to whom these wise men offered their advice. Finally,
| Milton argues that the English Parliament's superiority to the Greek
council will bé obvious when the Lords and Commons demonstrate
the same willingness to repeal one of their own laws as they
demonstrated in repealing the misdirected laws of their
predecessors.

All of these points conform to the loosely defined introduction
recommended by Aristotle. They include both praise and censure,

advice to take action of some sort, and finally, an appeal to the
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audience (Aﬁstotle 201). But while the forgnal: tone and p;edictﬁblc
sﬁbject matter suggest a carefully reasoned speech, as the above
summary indicates, Milton does not rely upon carefully blotted
reasoning to establish his right to speak or to set the tone of the
address to follow.

Milton establishes a precedent for his address to Parliament
by citing what he believes to be mutually admired examples from
Greek history. During the course of this discussion, he
simultaneously demonstrates his patriotism and humility and builds
good-will with his audience by applauding their recent
accomplishments. He is careful to create a degree of suspense by
referring to an as yet unspecified "recent order,” and he positions his
request for reform so as to make his audience responsible .for

ensuring the validity of his praise:

and how farre you excell them, be assur'd, Lords and
Commons, there can no greater testimony appear, then when
your prudent spirit acknowledges and obeyes the voice of
reason from what quarter soever it be heard speaking; and
renders ye as willing to repeal any Act of your own setting
forth, as any set forth by your Predecessors. (490)

Although Milton requests that his audience heed "the voice of
reason" -- the voice that provides logical arguments to support its
premises -- he himself fails to provide his audience with a "logical"
veice in the introduction to Areopagitica. His attempts to justify his
own right to speak provide an illustration of this point. Rather than
present well-reasoned arguments to Parliament, he chooses instead
to justify his speech by pointing out that the Greek councils allowed

such customs in their system of government. This approach is
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' 'kcspcuauy curious sincc Milton was wcll awarc thut Parliamcm s
1mmcd1ate cucumstunccs vaticd urcatly ftom thosc faccdmby thc' |
Greek councils. and that Parliament had- little dcsitc to cmulatc thc :
'Grcck pracucc of accepting, and indeed cucouraaing puhlnc criuc;sm.
The licensing order itself prov,idcs the best indicatiou of _Putliumem_s.
disposition toward public criticism. The first line of ‘the document
underscores Parliament's central objective in re-establishing control
of the British press: '
divers good Orders have bin lately made by both Houses of
Parliament, for supprcssmg the great late abuses and
frequent disorders in Printing many false forged,
scandalous, seditious, libellous, and unlicensed Papers,

Pamphlets, and Books to the great defamation of. Rel:gmn
and government. (Sirluck Prose 797, my emphasis)

Unlike the Greeks who apparently welcomed both criticism and
praise from their citizens (or at least from a select group. of priv;nc .
citizens), the British Parliament of 1643 was not similarly disposed
toward public advice. The rather precariously positioned
revolutionary gcvcrnmcnt had not yet achieved sufficient confidence
in its own position to afford the luxury of potentially dcstabilizing
propaganda. The licensing act itself 'suggests that Milton was aware
of Parliament's fears of public criticism, and it leaves little doubt that
the Lords and Commons would not be anxious to embrace the Greek
custom advocated by Milton in his introduction. In these -
circumstances one might expect "the voice of reason” to provide ‘a
series of counter arguments to quell what he might safely assume tov
‘be his audience's primary objections to the form of address he is

about to deliver.  This, however, is not the case. Milton'’s appeal



ci‘r'cuimvventvts the vhvere-ahvd-pow' consid@r&tions of ﬁolitical necessity
by indirectly calling to min& tlie bhilosobhical ideals of public liberty
and free government that motivated the revolution. In comparing
Parliament to the "ideal" Greek system of government, Milton places
over twenty-two hundred years of distance between his points of
comparison.  This distance has the effect of blurring the vast
differences between the two cultures and of considerably reducing
the possibility of raising objections to this reasoning in the readers'
minds. Milton evidently hopes that by approaching his justification
in this manner he will be able to convince his readers of the
plausibility and logic of the Greek practice without causing these
readers to recall the many objections to such practices that currently
rest in their own minds. By dealing with issues in this manner,
Milton strays far from the "voice of reason” advocated in the opening
lines. It may be argued that the differences between Milton's two
points of comparison are so vast that they almost render the
comparison logically invalid.

In the next section of the speech, the statement or proposition,
Milton continues the line of discussion commenced in his
introduction. Once again the voice of reason is overcome by a less

logical but more persuasive voice:

If ye be thus resolv'd, as it were injury to thinke ye were
not, I know not what should withhold me from presenting
ye with a fit instance wherein to shew both that love of
truth which ye eminently professe, and that uprightnesse of
your judgement which is not wont to be partiall to your
selves; by judging over again that Order which ye have
ordain'd to regulate Printing. That no Book, pamphlet, or
paper shall be henceforth Printed, unlesse the same be first



approv'd and licenct by such or at lenst one of sueh ns s?t:ll o

be thereto appointed (490- 1) o ‘
In tlus case Mrlton clearly abuses the princrples of logrcal reasontng
and comnuts the fallacy ot‘ the crrcumstantml argumentum ad
hominem, Rather than present reasons why this order merits
reconsideration. or even a broad statement regarding the value of
reconsideration as a general practice, Milton directs his appeal to his
audience and insists that their beliefs and circumstances, their
professed "love of truth" and "uprightnesoe of judgement."
necessitate agreement with his demand. Irving M. Copi defines the

argumentum ad hominem in the following manner:

argumentum ad hominem, the "circumstantial" variety,
pertarns to the relationship between a person's beliefs and
his circumstances. Where two people are disputing, one
may ignore the question of whether his own view is true or
false and seek instead to prove that his opponent ought to
accept it because of that opponent's special circumstances.
Thus if one's adversary is a clergyman, one may argue that a
certain proposition must be accepted because its denial is
incompatible with the Scriptures. This is not to prove it
true, but to urge its acceptance by that particular individual
because of his special circumstances. (Copi 89-90)

Parliament's love of truth and uprightness of judgement do not in
themselves logically lead to the conclusion that the printing order
must be reconsidered. It is apparent that in Milton's own opinion the
Parliament's professed love of both truth and justice should result in
the reconsideration of this order, but as Copi points out, arguments
that rely upon the argumentum ad hominem do not provide

sufficient justification for their conclusions:

Arguments such as these are not really to the point; they do
not present good grounds for the truth of their conclusions



) but are mtended only to win assent to the couclusion from‘
‘one's opponent  because - of the ‘opponent's - - special
circumstances. - This they frequcmly do; they are often very
persuasive. (Copi 90)

Oncé again Milton has subordinated the reason" of his argument to the
persuasiveness of its effect. Of course, it must also be remembered
that the central discussion of Areopagitica is dedicated to the
"reasons” behind Milton's conclusion that the order must be
reconsidered. By avoiding any real discussion of the issues at this
point, Milton is able to accomplish two key objectives: he avoids any
risk of alienating his audience by summarizing his views before ‘they
can be fully supported, and he creates another opportunity to
cultivate a positive rapport with this audience by presenting an
implied compliment of their moral character.

Both the introduction to Areopagitica and the statement that
follows are indicative of Milton's approach to the body of the text --
the four principal arguments that form the third section of the
address.  This third section begins with a formal partition, or
statement that separates and orders for the reader the issues to be

covered in the body of the document:

I shall now attend with such a Homily, as shall lay before ye,
first the inventors of it to bee those whom ye will be loath
to own; next what is to be thought in generall of reading,
what ever sort the Books be; and that this Order avails
nothing to the suppressing of scandalous, seditious, and
libellous Books, which were mainly intended to be supprest.
Last, that it will be primely to the discouragement of all
learning, and the stop of Truth, not only by disexcercising
and blunting our abilities in what we know already, but by
hindring and cropping the discovery that might bee yet
further made both in religious and civill Wisdome. (491-2)
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e At thc conclusion of this outline. Milton cmbnrks npon a btlcf

dlscussion of thc nnturc of books. N Thls discussion bcglns wlth the -
concession that ‘while liccnsing books bct‘orc thcy ns'c publxshed ls',
wrong. the "potency” of books ncccssitatcs that a vigilant eyc how
Bookes demeane themselves, as well as men" must be maintained |
(492). In essence, he atgucs that books may not be liccnscd lacforc
they are printed, but allows that if these books are proven to be bad
they may be censored afterwards. This provision is, howcvcr.‘
swiftly qualified. Milton asserts that books preserve the living
intellect of the people who wrote them and that therefore "hee who
destroyes a good Booke, kills reason it selfe, kills the Image of God, as
it were in the eye" (492). He closes this brief discussion with a
caution that all men be wary of how they treat books, "the living
labours of publick men" (493).

This brief discussion is followed by the first of the four issues
outlined in the partition. This first issue, which describes the genesis
of licensing and its loathsome inventors, is best described as a
narrative. In this section Milton examines the Greek, Roman and
early Christian civilizations and points out how they avoided
licensing while still preserving the state from "blasphemous and
Atheisticall, or Libellous" books (494). He then contrasts these
periods of liberty and relative tolerance with the licensing and other
restrictions brought in by the Roman Catholic popes. As Wilber
Gilman points out, a narrative of this sort does not usually form part
of a oocnment like A‘reopagitica, but in this case Milton has made the

narrative an integral part of his argument:



Ordinarily a uarration does not form a: part of a deliberative" R
address for the reason that: a narration deals: with the past, .
" whereas a deliberative address deals with. the future. - If,

however, the experience of the past is set forth as a basis for
deciding on the course of future action, then such an account
closely approximates a narration.  Milton's first main
contention, in a similar manner, serves the function of a
narration. He traces the experience of the civilized world
with the policy of censorship in order to convince
Parliament that censorship was sponsored by the
unenlightened and disapproved by the wise, Hence, this
historical survey accompllshes the two-fold purpose of
presenting past experience as a guide in settling England's

problem of licensing, and of supporting the proposition that
Parliament should reconsider its recent order. (Gilman 14)

As Gilman points out, Milton's very selective history of licensing is
carefully crafted to evoke a specific reaction from his audience. Once
again Milton has placed the emphasis of his writing on the.
persuasive rather than the logical aspects of his arguments.

The first objection whicii‘ must be raised against the particular
line of argumentation used in this first portion of Areopagitica is
that, in meeting his own objective of proving that "the inventors of it

. [licensing) bee those whom ye will be loath to own"(491), Milton
once again reduces his discussion to the level of logical fallacy -- in
this case the fallacy of the arguménmm ad ‘hominem. In this
instance he once again offends against reason by directing his attack
"to the man" -- in this case the inventors of licensing -- rather than
to the issue of licensing itself. Copi defines the abusive ad hominem

in the following manner:

instead of trying to disprove the truth of what is asserted,
one attacks the person who made the assertion. Thus it may
be argued that Bacon's philosophy is untrustworthy because
he was removed from his chancellorship for dishonesty.



] This argumcm is fallacious. because thc pcrsonai chatacter
of -a person-is logically irrelevant  to. the truth or- falsehood of

what ‘that pmon ‘says ‘or the cottoctaosa ‘or incorreciness of
that pcrsons ‘argument.: . .. “This- kind of argumcm is

sometimes said to commit tiic "Genctic Fallacy,”  because it
attacks the source or genesis of the opposing positiou rathct |
than that position itself. (Copi 89) :

Copi explains that this type of argument succccds whcn its audicacc
is persuaded through "the psychological process of ttansfetoncc
(89). When transference has occurred, the aadicncc‘ allows the
negative fcclings evoked towards the speaker to distort and taint the
argument this speak v puts forth. In this case Milton hopes that by
associating licensing with the despised Roman Catholic Church he
may create within the members of Parliament a distaste for their
own form of licensing.

While Milton unapologetically sustains this obviously
precarious line of argument over the course of several pages, he does
pause to refute the obvious question that arises from his discussion:
"What though the Inventors were bad, the thing for all that may be
good?"(507). Milton's response to his own question is intriguing. He
answers himself with two carefully framed, logically sound
syllogisms, or deductive arguments in which the conclusion may be
inferred from two preceding premises (Copi 198). The syllogism is
the basic unit of logical discussion and is governed by specific rules
of structure. The following example is described by Copi as a
standard-form syllogism:

No heroes are cowards.

Some soldiers are cowards. B
Therefore some soldiers are not heroes. (Copi 199)
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In Milton § case the syllogisms are compllcated by the fact that some

of the premises are implied and are therefore not restated before the

conclusion:

if that thing [the practice of licensing] be no such deep
invention, but obvious, and easie for any man to light on,
and yet best and wisest Commonwealths through all ages,
and occasions have forborne to use it, and falsest seducers,
and oppressors of men were the first who tooke it up, and to
no other purpose but to obstruct and hinder the first
approach of Reformation; I am of those who beleeve, it will
be a harder alchymy then Lullius ever knew, to sublimat
any good use out of such an invention. (507)

This portion of text may be broken into two basic arguments. The

first is as follows:

Good people only forbear bad things
Good (the best and wisest) people forbear licensing
Hence, licensing is a bad thing

The second syllogism is constructed in the following manner:

False seducers and oppressors are bad people
The inventors of licensing are false seducers and oppressors
Hence, licensers are bad people

In his formal study of the logic and rhetoric of Areopagitica, Gilman
notes that in the first of these two counter-syllogisms Milton "denies
the conseq'uent" of his query (ie: that licensing "for all that may be
good"), and in the second, "he affirms the antecedent” of his query
(ie: that the "Inventors were bad") (Gilman 24). Although the
structure and composition of Milton's argument is correct, it is
important to note that the key premises are supported by
misleading evidence.  Milton t:=lls his readers that the wisest

Commonwealths rejected licensing and that those who embraced the



practice wcrc "falscst scduccrs and "Oppressors. and hc supports
this claim with a_very sclcctivc account of thc history of liccnsing‘
As Ernest. Snyluck and other scholars havc arguc;l. hcwcvcr. this
claim overlooks -substantial evidence that contradicts Milton's
sweeping statements:
in general he [Milton] gives the impression tbat licensing is a
thoroughly un-English policy, recently importcd by "apishly
Romanizing” bishops and perfected only in 1637 (the date of
the Star Chamber decree to which he refers). It is
remarkable how generally this view has been accepted, for
it is widely at variance with the facts. One thing may be
said in its defense: the enforcement of licensing in England
had been very uneven, and there were considerable periods
during which the regulations were largely ignored, so that
the rigourous and determined attempt of 1637 to secure
universal compliance might well have struck men as
something new. But the policy of licensing was far from
-new, and had been employed not only by Charles and Laud

but by kings and churchmen whom Milton thought true
Protestant reformers. (Sirluck 158)

Thus not all of the best and wisest commonwealths rejected licensing,
and not all who practised licensing can be described as false seducers
and oppressors. Although both Sirluck and Gilman dismiss Milton's
misrepresentation of the facts very swiftly by commenting that he is
"not basically inaccurate” (Sirluck 164), or by accepting his approach
as justifiable "for the sake of its argumentative force"(Gilman 14), the
importance of Milton's actions here must be acknowledged if an
accurate assessment of the document's logic is to be achieved.
Surprisingly, Gilman argues that "there is no reason to suspect Milton
of deliberately warping the argument" (14) despite the fact that
Milton chooses to ignore all events that contradict his conclusions. In

light of the evid:nce, however, Gilman's statement must be
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considered both naive and overly generous. The only way Milton
may be ciéaied , of respongibili;y for 'having | deliberatqiy ', \;za:p;d bis'
arguuient is' if it can be proven that he was vei'y pdoﬂy informed
about his topic, in which case he would be guilty of irresponsibility
father than of a deliberate effort to deceive. Even if such an
assumption of ignorance did not run counter to everything that is
known about John Milton, the level of knowledge about the licensing
issue demonstrated by the text itself effectively eliminates all debate
on this question. The most likely explanation for Milton's selective
representation of the facts is that Milton made a conscious decision to
sacrifice the factual accuracy of his account in order to enhance its
persuasive powers.¢

In addition to the charges of fallacions reasoning and deliberate
misrepresentation of evidence that must be raised against Milton's
first argument, one final point should be noted. The extended
analogy between the manner in which the Greeks handled. the
licensing issue and the manner in which the English are curretitly

managing this same concern also fails under the scrutiny of formal

4Paul M. Dowling in his article "Milton's Use (or Abuse) of History in
Areopagitica” provides a very different but very interesting justification for -
Milton's selective representation of history. Dowling suggests that in omitting
all discussion of facts and events that contradict his argument Milton is merely
following an approach to historiography "in something akin to the
Herodotean tradition"(Dowling 31). Dowling explains that in this tradition "it
is not sufficient to determine whether the historian has gotten his facts right.
Rather, one must view the particulars (whether false or true) as suggesting.
'meaning"(Dowling 31). While there can be no doubt that Milton was indeed
attempting to convey "meaning” through his selective views of history, it must
also be remembered that his history is framed in the larger context of a
"reasonable” argument against licensing, and, therefore, that it carries a
strong responsibility for accuracy. Even if it could be demonstrated that
Milton was in fact applying the Herodotean approach to history in
Areopagitica, this would still not excuse him from charges of deliberately
misleading his readers.



ogic. 1t b sirady been noted. that th over welve hundred years
sepdrdt.';né the two civiliz@tioﬁs gffecingly | r@ﬁdﬁt the comparison |
logicali_y invalid b’y» vastly reduc‘it‘tgy' the . s‘hva_rvc;'d ci;cuﬁtghces
reduired to give the argument strength. Becmjsg , th»i’s;‘ diséus‘Sio‘n
centres on the licensing of prititiug. ihe spah of time is especihlly
important since the presses themselves did not exist in Greece at thc
time Milton discusses. The Grecks were concerned about the
dissemination of ideas and the concepts of licensing and cei\sorship;
however, because they lacked all means of quickly disseminating
vast amounts of information to large numbers of  citizens, these
issues remained of more philosophical than practical concern to
them. With the invention of the printing press and moveable type,
the scope and importahce of these ideas grew exponentially. Thus,
the comparison of problems faced by the Parliament of | 1644 with
those of the Greek Council of the 300's possesses a very low degree
of logical validity. Once again it is evident that, despite Milton's
claims about the reason and logic of his argument, this first topic of
discussion is not handled in an objective and logical manner.
Following the narration of the history of licensing, Milton
proceeds to his second major argument: the value of reading both
good and bad books. In this section of his "proof" or discussion,
Milton begins by citing biblical authorities like Saint Paul, Moses and
Daniel, and by telling how these men of great wisdom and faith
justified their reading of both good and bad books. This first portion
of the argument is concluded with the triumphant vindication of
reading that was allegedly recited in a dream to Dionysius

Alexandrinus, Bishop of Alexandria from 247-265:
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R‘keadv duy books -what éire: come to tby »halidé..",fdr : ihoﬁ»dit
~ sufficient _both to judge aright, and to examine each matter,

The style of argument used throughout this section of Areopagitica is

referred to as the argumentum ad verecundiam, or the appeal to
authority.  Although this style of argument oftexi violates the
principles of logical argument, in this case it is used in both a valid
and effective manner. Milton's emphasis on the opinion of biblical
authorities does not constitute a logical fallacy because the
authorities mentioned are considered to be experts on the topic
under discussion. As Copi notes, as long as legitimate authorities are
cited in the argumentum ad verecundiam this form of argument is

both logically valid and very persuasive:

In attempting to make up one's mind on a difficult and
complicated question, one may seek to be guided by the
judgement of a genuine, acknowledged expert who can be
expected to have studied the matter thoroughly., One may
argue that such and such a conclusion is correct because it is
the best judgement of such an expert authority. This
method of argument is in many cases perfectly legitimate,
for the reference to an admitted authority in the special
field of that authority's competence may carry great weight
and constitute relevant evidence. (Copi 94-95)

It must be acknowledged, howevet, that while this argument is
logically valid, it merel: establishes the probability that the premise
is correct; it does not offer proof. By approaching his question in this
way, Milton is able to use the strongest weapon at his disposal, the
Bible, to substantiate his case without entering into the very
subjective debate of chapters and verses. Milton admits that the

questiqn of whether or not reading of the Egyptians, Caldeans and



Greeks should be allowed was somerlrrres controverted among thev i
'Primitive Doctors"(SOS), but he refrains from adding yet another]
exegesis of relevant passages to the exlstlng collectlon ancl chooses.
instead to concentrate on more objectlve material like - the t'act that
Paul thought it "no - defilement to insert into holy __Scrlpmre the
sentences of three Greek poets” (508). In this. way Mlltim is a_ble to
summon the strength of a biblically based argument Wi’thom
entering into a biblical debate. By sayirrg that Moses, Daniel and Paul
felt reading widely was a good practice Milton technically does not
say that God ordainedlthe practice, but he makes it tempting for his
reader to infer this conclusion. |

From here, Areopagitica moves into a discussion of the
inseparability of good and evil in all worldly things, and finally,
toward the conclusion that evil js actually necessary to the
discernment of good, and therefore that virtue must be won by trial,
This argument eventually returns the discussion to the central
concern of Areopagitica as Milton concludes that, since good must
be tried against evil, the publishing of English tractates should be
allowed to proceed unlicensed and .otherwise unencumbered because
the tractates have been proven reliable sources of both "good" and

"evil" reasoning on a variety of important issues:

Since therefore the knowledge and survay of vice is in this
world so necessary to the constituting of human vertue, and
the scanning of error to the confirmation of truth, how can
we more safely, and with lesse danger scout into the regions
of sin and falsity then by reading all manner of tractats, and
hearing all manner of reason? And this is the benefit which
may be had of books promiscuously read. (516-7)
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It ts interesting to note that throughout tbis enttre dtscusston of the N
very complex nature of good and evil Milton refrains from
philosophical debate and presents his conclusions in the form of

axioms:

Good and evill we know in the field of this World grow up
together almost inseparably; and the knowledge of good is
so involv'd and interwoven with the knowledge of evill, and
in so many cunning resemblances hardly to be discern'd,
that those confused seeds which were impos'd on Psyche as
an incessant labour to cull out, and sort asunder, were not
more intermixt, (514, emphasis my own)

Once again Milton has subordinated the "voice of reason" in
Areopagitica to its persuasive voice. The very fact that the church
and state have debated the relative merits and dangers of reading
"bad" or pagan material strongly suggests that the nature of good and
evil has not been established to the satisfaction of all involved.
While a sound philosophical proof would require a complete
examination of- suich a fundamental principle of Milton's larger
argument, Milton realizes that such a proof would distract his
readers from his immediate concern and thereby impede his effort
to persuade them. But while the philosophic proof may be absent,
this portion of Areopagitica is endowed with exceptional rhetorical
power. The conviction of Milton's own belief in the trial of virtue is
conveyed to his readers in some of Areopagitica’s finest and most
memorable prose. His exhortations against the "fugitive and
cloister'd vertue" and for the continuous trial and testing of Christian
obedience echo a similar theme in Comus and anticipate his sublime
exploration of this topic in Paradise Lost, quadise Regained and

Samson Agonistes (515). Through the power and beauty of his



lauguage. Milton is able to dtaw attemion away from the more, T

eontroversiul aspeets of lus argument and focus it ou the ‘most’

conviucing R .
~ Having exhausted his list of the benefits to be accrued from the
trlal of virtue ‘through the reading of "bad" books. , Miltun then
refutes three counter-arguments concerning the poss,lble_ harm that
may result from reading these books, In the first two cases he
responds by affirming the fear raised . in the counter-argument Whlle
simultaneously defusing the autlctpated solutiou.' In the first case
he examines the question of whether these books will cause the
"infection” to spread (517). To this concern Milton answers that if
infection is to be curtailed, all books, even the Holy Bible, must be |
removed since even the Bible "oftimes relates blasphemy not
nicely"(517). This response indirectly affirms the fears of his
imaginary opposition while also leaving them helpless to employ the
most logical solution of ridding the "cause” of the infection. |
This same technique is applied again in the second argument.
The second refutation confronts the concern that the infection spread
- by books is more "doubtfull and dangerous to the learned, then to
the ignorant; and yet those books must be permitted uatoucht by the
licencer" (519). This time Milton goes on at some length stating the
justifications for this fear, yet he concludes with a c‘omprehensive
statement concerning the futility. of all efforts to address this issue
through licensingﬁ
Seeing therefore that those books, & those in great

abundance which are likeliest to taint both life and doctrine,
cannot be supprest without the fall of learning, and of all



ability in disputation, and that these books of either -sort are
most and soonest catching to the learned, from whom to the
common people what ever is hereticall or  dissolute may
quickly ‘be convey'd, and that evill manners are as perfectly
learnt without books a thousand other ways which cannot
be stopt, and evill doctrine not with books can propagate,
except a teacher guide, which he might also doe without
writing, and so beyond prohibiting, I am not able to unfold,
how this cautelous enterprise of licensing can be exempted
from the number of vain and impossible attempts. (520)

This argument about the futility of licensing foreshadows the third
major discussion in Areopagitica, but before this argument is
reached, Milton pauses briefly to deal with the third objection which

may be raised against the reading of "bad" books.

"Tis next alleg’d we must not expose our selves to
temptations without necessity, and next to that, not imploy
our time in vain things." (521)

The response to this charge is brief. Milton calls upon "grounds
already laid" and concludes that "to all men such books are not
temptations, nor vanities; but usefull drugs and materialls wherewith
to temper and compose effective and strong med'cins, which mans
life cannot want" (521).

From here Milton's discussion moves into the third issue laid
out in the formal partition. Before addressing this issue, however, he
pauses once again -- this time to review the progress of his argument
to this point. He reminds his aﬁdience of the origins of licensing, and
that the wisest men scorned its use. Finally he proceeds to examine
what is perhaps the most famous argument in favour of licensing:
Plato's discussion in The Republic.  Milton begins by pointing out
how Plato broke his own rules regarding licensing, and that he did so

because he recognized the limitations of such action outside of the
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; utopiau republic for whrch it was desigued This discussiou fiually

leads Miltou to his third major argumeut. the futility of liceusiug as a
means: of rectifying man's behaviour.

This argument begins with the asseruou that if the evil in
'books is to be regulated, all other forms of evil or temptation. must
also be regulated. Because the principle of the inseparability of good |
and evil has already been established, Milton is able swiftly to make
apparent to his readers the futility of all efforts to éradicure evil.
Milton points to "our first parent,” Adam, aud suggests that a choice
similar to that faced by Adam must be experienced by all Christians
in order that they may fulfil the requirement for willing obedience to
God. This theme, which later forms a central part of Paradise Lost
and which was clarified in Milton's own mind during the writing of
the divorce tracts, derives from the idea that God granted Adam
reason so that he might obey this inner guide and thereby survive in
a world of abundance through the practice of temperance. Milton
proceeds from this point to argue that the small risk presented by
books must be overlooked in light of the great good they can
accomplish. He concludes this third section of Areopagitica by
pointing out the extraordinary difficulties Parliament would
encounter in attempting to find a licenser worthy of confronting the .
great challenges presented by licensing, and he offers these
difficulties -as yet more proof that the concept of licensing should be
abandoned.

The style of argumentation used in this section of the document
marks a slight departure from the techniques employed to this point.

Although Milton still does not rely upon the mathematical precision
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6_f _syllogis’tic réa#oniﬁg. he kdoesv erislire thét- his j:_rciﬁises atg »weu
argued aﬁd soﬁhdly ,subported by exdmples dnd ahalogics, The most
fascinating kaAspecg of this argument is, however, the shift that occurs
in the temis of debate pai't way through the discdssion. Milton
begins by addressing the question of whether licensing will be
effective "to the end for which it was fram'd"(521) -- which
according to the licensing act itself is to end "the disturbance of the
peace of the Church and State” that has been caused by the printing
of "divers libellous, seditious, and mutinous bookes"(Sirluck 793) --
and he ends the discussion with the conclusion that licensing will be
ineffective because it will never be able to rid the world of evil. In
the midst of the argument, Milton elevates the concerns of his
discussion above the level of political necessity in which the order
was conceived, and into a more abstract, and in this case, more
defensible level of argumentation. The result of this switch is that
although the reasoning of the arguments is enhanced, these
arguments are still logically irrelevant since they do not address the
premise they are designed to support. Once again Milton's intention
is clear. He intends that his arguments proving the inability of
licensing to prevent evil should be converted into a general
argument against licensing in his readers' minds.

In the fourth and final section of Areopagitica, Milton presents
the argument that licensing will discourage learning and stop truth
by blunting the existing abilities of discernment and by impeding the
further refinement of these same abilities. In this portion of the
address Milton returns to his earlier discussion of licensers and the

difficulties that will be faced by Parliament in properly choosing
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~ people for this job He extends this discussion to the conclusion that |
real scholars wnll not be kept under the rule ot' an infetion'. snd hence
that, under such a system. stapidity will ultimately become the only
tolerablc way of life.

Milton then departs from the subject of licensers to begin both "
a denunciation of all attempts to "monopolize” truth, and a
proclamation of support for the English people and their ability to
distinguish between good and evil without the condescending
guidance of a licenser. At this point Milton discusses his experiences
abroad and mentions how the learned acquaintances he encountered
on this trip revered England as a free nation. He concludes his travel
narrative with a warning: should Parliament become the silencers of
reading, they will ‘be considered by all to be no better than the
prelates who exercised similar tyrannies before them. Throughout
this section Milton makes use of emotively charged language to
control his audience's reception of hi:s' material. Words like
"monopoly" are employed in order to align licensing subtly with the
most hated aspects of the previous regime. In the concluding
sentence of this discussion, the hitherto implied comparison between
Britain's old and new regimes is made explicit: the presbyters will be
considered no better than the loathed prelates if they persist with
their tyrannous licensing act.

Next, it is suggested that instead of suppressing schisms,
licensing -actually encourages their existence by moving the
dissenters underground and into private homes rather than into
public auditoriums where the heresy might be heard and properly

confuted. Milton insists that, even if licensing were to be effective, it
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Qbuld result m inén_ifes_t harm sihce many | ihgn woulAd_ be _l'ikgel_y' fo
resign theif consciebpe,s and reliiipus_ thoughts to the chatge of
others in order to avoid risk of dissent and heresy. Milton now
concludes his argument with a plea that Parliament ensure the
continued pursuit of truth, and that the fodntains of truth be
prohibited from stagnating through the oppression of men's minds.
He appeals to his readers' patriotic feelings by presenting them with
a picture of England as the glorious "mansion house of liberty" that is
prepared to become the example of an ideal Godly and free nation to
the rest of the world (554). He calls upoh the biblical image of
Samson to characterize England as "a noble and puissant Nation
rousing herself like a strong man after sleep, and shaking her
invincible locks"(558), and begs Parliament to reconsider its decision
to put such fetters on the "flowery crop of knowlege" that they must
be credited with having begun.

This fourth and final section of Areopagitica is by far the best
reasoned of the four. While it does not adopt a syllogistic style, it
does argue convincingly without a significant reliance upon fallacy.
The one small concession to this general rule occurs with Milton's
diction. His language throughout this section is particularly charged .
with sentiment and memory. The extent to which these emotions
are called upon may fairly constitute the fallacy of argumentum ad
populum -- the emotional appeal to an audience in which the
energies expended by the author to raise emotion and enthusiasm
for his point of view rival, if not outweigh, the energies expended to

provide good evidence for this point of view (Copi 93).



~ The last formal division of Areopagitica that deserves
exdmitiat‘ioig‘ 1s the epilogue I»nA this éonclgidinﬁ_ gg¢ti0n' M:lton r'pn‘e’wév n
his piea ,ihat Parliaimeni not squelch the : reneWed learniﬁg:'“a_ﬁd
freedom that had been so long repressed under tlig previ'mi‘s'v regime.
He aigueé that this repression cannot be accomplished without a firm
decision .on behalf of Parliament to return to the tyranny and
suppression from which this government so recently freed England.
A remembrance of Lord Brooke, the parliamentary hero who
propounded the need for tolerance ‘and who died in the war of 1643,
is also mentioned by Milton. Milton also states his own plea for
tolerance, at least tolerance for everything but "Popery, and open
suyperstition” which he accuses of ektirpating all other religions (S6S).
He concludes his document with the request that Parliament return
to the initial order regarding printing wherein it was requested only
that the author's and publisher's names be registered. He excuses
Parliament for having erred in issuing the licensing order and blames
this error on the false council and frand of those seeking patents and
monopolies in the trade of book-selling. In the closing lines he
reiterates his initial statement that every government, both good and
bad alike, must err, but pleads with the Lords and Commons to
ﬁemonstrate their virtue by redressing "willingly and speedily what
hath been err'd" and to claim thereby the cherished virtue "whereof
none can participat but greatest and wisest men"(570).

This epilogue is perfectly suited to the document it is intended
to close. As is the case with the preceding segments of Areopagitica,
the epilogue conforms to classical oratory form and specifically to the

outline advocated by Aristotle in Rhetoric.



| §3
-Thc epiiogua has - foixr parts Yoﬁ »mdsif.-(~l)-:make. ‘the
audience well-disposed - towards : yourself -and ill-disposed
towards your opponent, (2) magnify or minimize the: leading

facts, (3) excite the required state of emotion in your
hearers, and (4) refresh their memories. (Aristotle 214)

While Milton does not choose to be held to the exact order advocated
by Aristotle, he does bring in all of the basic points to ensure an
effective close to his argument. As is the case with the rest of
Areopagitica, the heavy emphasis on persuasive rather than logical
argumentation is also evident here. The epilogue does not contain a
well ordered summary of previously supported arguments, but
instead it relies upon emotion-charged rhetoric both to condemn the
despised licensing order, and yet praise and excuse the Parliament
that ordained the order. Throughout this section, as throughout the
foregoing sections of Areopagitica, the reader is conscious of a
politically astute narrator who willingly employs language and
thought for practical as well as esoteric purposes by putting aside
scholarly pride and fitting the discussion to suit his audience.
 While the various fallacies and departures from formal
reasoning are for the most part well disguised throughout
Areopagitica, one apparent contradiction has received much
attention and debate: Milton's exclusion of "popery" from his general
prescription for tolerance.
In his article "'The Surest Suppressing’: Writer and Censor in
Milton's Areopagitica,” Henry S. Limouze summarizes the

controversy:

At one point Milton writes eloquently of the use to be made
of bad books, yet at another he hastily excepts "tolerated



Popery aud ideas "impious or evil absolmely" from the-
general - dispensation. - The - tract celebrates ‘freedom : at - the
same time it attacks- immornlity “The questions that arise
have been asked by some of Milton's best : students: how: do
we reconcile the apparent inconsistency? where is the tract's
vital center? (Limouze 103) :

Limouze points out that the answers to these questions have been as
varied as they have been nuymetous. They range from the valiam
efforts of critics like Joseph A. Wittreich, Jr. who attempts to
reconcile the contradictions by assigning an ironic reading to the
anti-tolerationist sections, to Willmoore Kendall who argues that "it is
high time" that Milton's Areopagitica be moved across "the line that
divides the 'bro' literature from the 'anti’ -- to take its rightful place
among the political treatises we have all been brought up to deplore
and avoid" (Kendall 440). The process by which Areopagitca must be
examined to determine the logic of its arguments provides a useful
means of addressing this controversy. 7

If Milton is assumed to have been "logical" in his discussion of
~ this controversial point, any confusion over his intent should be
clarified by the evidence and arguments he presents to support his
point. Of course the foregoing assessment of Areopagitica has
underscored the document's surprising lack of formal logic; however,
if logic is, in this instance, understood in the more general sense of
"well argued,” the process will be of value. It becomes quickly
evident that the exhortations against tolerance, which arise at
various intervals in the text, are comparatively unsupported and
unexplained; it also becomes apparent that the more numerous
discussions of tolerance are very well explained and comparatively

well supported by evidence and amplification. The conclusion to this
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aséssmcﬁt, | hoWever, is not tvl_vuit_ Milton 6ﬁly meamtobe vto‘lgn_int
and that ib,é bursts 'qif‘ int»ol»_efﬁnc{e' were ﬁere_vv_oygtsig'ms‘ or after-
thoughts; rather, that Milton intends thcse ﬂexhdrta‘tions tq‘ play a key
rblc in his argument: they are inteuded' as bodhddries or limits
within which the policies of tolerance are to be exercised. The
discussion surrounding the comment against "tolerated popery" is a
case in point. Milton renews his plea for tolerance’ as follows:

How many other things might be tolerated in peace, and left
to conscience, had we but charity, and were it not the chief
strong hold of our hypocrisie to be ever judging one another.
I fear yet this iron yoke of outward conformity hath left a
slavish print upon our necks; the ghost of a linnen decency
yet haunts us. (563-4)

This discussion in favour of tolerance continues until the following

brief qualifier is made:

Yet if al! cannot be of one mind, as who looks they should
be? this doubtles is more wholsome, more prudent, and
-more Christian that many be tolerated, rather then all
compellld. I mean not tolerated Popery, and open
superstition, which as it extirpais all religions and civill
supremacies, so it self should be extirpat, provided first that
all charitable and compassionat means be us'd to win and
regain the weak and the misled: that also which is impious
or evil absolutely either against faith or maners no law can
possibly permit, that intends not to unlaw it self. (565 my
emphasis)

Following this comment, the call for tolerance is once again renewed.

The efforts of Kendall and scholars like him who attempt to
measure John Milton against the secular, liberal yardstick later
established by J.S. Mill's On Liberty, are inevitably disappointed
because they miss the central, and defining thesis of Milton's work.

Although Milton demonstrates in Areopagitica the degree to which



hc is willing to accommodate his owu thought process to s fotm

which will persuadc his rcadcrs. he also dcmonsttatos his tcfusnl to
compromisc his valucs and belicfs in otdct to win fsvout or
approval Throughout his - writing * Milton maintains an unflioching
dedication to the pursuit of "truth” and to the principlo of ‘obedience
whereby this truth is turned to the perfect service of God. Freedom
for Milton is freedom to serve God in what ever manner God sees fit
to rcqucst of each of his creatures. This freedom must be protected
at all costs. As Limouze points out, this freedom demands both
tolerance to hear and assess other views and the inner discipline to
follow what the individual heart knows to be correct:

Milton's ideal state is a Christian brotherhood formed from
within; the solitary communion of the author and truth,
when unhindered by restriction, is consummated in a
growth outward which touches and animates the
commonwealth. The act of an individual, the discovery and
proliferation of truth, is at the center of Areopagitica.
(Limouze 113)

In this context Milton's intolerance for "popery" becomes clear: all is
to be tolerated with the cxccotion of intolerance itself. To the degree
that the Roman Catholic Church, Archbishop Laud and others who
have practised "Popery" have proven themselves to be the
embodiment of suppression and intolerance, these grﬁoups must
themselves be exempt from toleration. Thus, Milton's plea for
tolerance is strengthened rather than weakened by the apparent
contradictions embodied within the text. His exceptions to the
general rule of tolerance are made to protect the policy of tolerance
itself, and are therefore completely in keeping with the philosophy

and beliefs propounded in the remainder of the document.
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" In Areopagitica Milton presents an orderly and systematic
denurici@tion of the Licensing Qrdcf of 1643, Althoggh the ;loqumeht
beais the ;}ower and a;ithority of a tightly fedsone& @igmﬁeni,_ d
close examination of the prose reveals the gteat dégree to Which
Milton's: style is at variance with the pﬂnciples of formal logic. But
this variance is far from accidental. Throughout Areopagitica Milton
is obviously conscious of both the content of his discussion and the
effect this content will have upon his audience. His decision to
refrain from the use of a formal, deductive style of reasoning may be
viewed as a conscious effort to ensure that his own "voice of reason”
is not mired in the philosophic depths of formal logic, but rather

empowered with the persuasive force of rhetoric.



Ch~oter Three
Tlie Open Palm: kthe Rhetéﬁc of Aréopagi'iica

Areopagitica may not be a "reasonable” or logically arg\jed
plea for unlicensed printing, but what it lacks in logic and reasdn it
more than makes up in thetoric. As James Holly Hanford observes in
A Milton Handbook, if, as Milton suggests, he only had the use of his
left hand in writing Areabagitica and the other prose tracts, this left
hand "was a powerful one"(68). Areopagitica boasfs a very mature
and controlled style: its tone modulates throughout the work in
accordance with the subject matter, and its numerous images serve
to reiterate the contention argued throughout the speech that
unlicensed printing is required if the ideals of Christian liberty and
truth are to be attained.

Although modern usage has made "rhetoric” a rather pejorative
term, the ancient and Renaissance traditions from which Milton
styled his rhetoric were both venerable and rigorous. As Wilbur
Howell points out in his study of Renaissance rhetoric and logic,
rhetoric was regarded as a theory' of communication between the
learned speaker or writer and his lay audience (Howell 4). The
ancient traditions and regulations for both the persuasive “"open
palm" appeals of eloquentia, or rhetoric, and the tightly reasoned
"closed fist" appeals of logica, or logic, were firmly established by

the early Greek masters and highly respected by Renaissance

58
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writers.S In Areopagitica Milton observes the classical conventions
for delibe;a(iv§ speeches that\ m’{e:v_ oﬁtli‘ned by Aristotle, . butwhich
éie a»isov advocatgd by Cice_i'o and Quintilian. who px@iﬁtﬁd a -mpre'
immediate influence on Milton.® Among these convemions is the
requirement for the author to include each of the three basic means
of persuasion: ethos, or an appealing portrayal of the speaker's
character, pathos, or an appeal to the audience's emotions, and
finally, logos, or an appeal based upon argumentaiive proof.?
Milton's use of argumentative proof was exaniined in the preceding
discussion of Areopagitica’s logic. This discussion will fdcus on
Milton's rhetoric, and on how, through his masterful combination of
both rhetorical and literary skill, Milton achieves a document so rich
with detail that it changes what is ostensibly a reasonable argument
presented for Parliament's judgement into a persuasive tour-de-
force that defies objective assessment.

In his pioneer study entitled Understanding Media, Marshall
McLuhan discusses the power and influence achieved by detail-rich
communication and he describes the difference between what he
calls "hot" and "cool" media. Although these terms and concepts are

obviously far removed from any Milton himself may have

SWilbur Howell notes that the metaphor of the "open palm" of rhetoric and the
"closed fist” of logic were established by Zeno and carried on by both Cicero
and Quintilian. See Logic and Rhetoric in England, 1500-1700, page 4.
6Cicero's influence on Milton's rhetoric is discussed by Walter J. Ong in his
"Introduction to Milton's Logic" in The Complete Prose of John Milton, volume
VIII. Emest Sirluck notes Milton's indebtedness to Quintilian on page 170 of
his chapter "Milton's Pamphlets” in The Complete Prose Works of John Milton.
7 For a brief synopsis of Aristotle's three types of persuasion see "rhetoric and
poetics” on page 231 of The Princeton Handbook of Poetic Terms, edited by Alex
Preminger. For a more complete discussion, see The Rhetoric of Aristotle,
edited and annotated by Lane Cooper.



tries to achieve with Arcopagitica

A ’I‘here is a basie principle that distmguishes a hot medium
like radio from.a cool one like a telephone, or a hot medium
like the movie from a cool one like TV. -A hot: medium is'one
that extends one single.sense in "high definition." High
definition is the state of being well filled ‘with: dm A

photograph is, visually, "high definition.” A cartoon is "ow

definition," simply because very little visual information. is
provided.  Telephone is a cool medium, or one of low
definition, because the ear is given a .meagre. amount of

information. And speech is a- cool medium of low_definition,

because so little is given and so _much has to- be filled in by
the listemer. On the other hand, hot media do not leave so
much to be filled in or completed by ‘the audience. Hot
media are, therefore, low in participation, and cool media
are high in participation or completion by the audience.
Naturally, therefore, a hot medium like radio has very
different effects on the user from a cool medium like the
telephone. (McLuhan 36, emphasis my own)

Areopagitica is written in the form of a speech, which, as McLuhan
points out, is considered a "cool" medium because of the participation
it demands of its audience in order to fill in the scant detail provided
by the single sound of the orator's voice. Although it is written as a
speecﬁ, as Merrit Hughes points out in his introduction to the text,
"Milton had no more intention of delivering it [Areopagitica] in
person that Isocrates had of ‘public‘ delivery of the speech whose title
Milton adopted” (I—Iughes 716). In this case Areopagitica must be.
assessed as a printed rather than a spoken afgurhem. and it ‘must
therefore be considered a hot rather than a cool medium:

A cool medium like hieroglyphic or ideogrammic written

characters has very different effects from the hot and
explosive medium of the phonetic alphabet. The alphabet,



when pushed to a high: degree of abstract visual intensity,
became typography.  The printed word with its specialist
intensity, burst the bonds of ‘medieval corporate guilds and
monasteries, creating extreme  individualist patterns - of
enterprise and monopoly. But the typical reversal occurred -
when extremes of monopoly brought back the corporation,
with its impersonal empire over many lives. The hotting-up
of the medium of writing to repeatable print intensity led to
nationalism and the religious wars of the sixteenth century.
(McLuhan 36-37) ‘ o

It is important to remember that McLuhan is not discussing the
content of the medium here, but rather the inherent effect of the
medium itself. He conciudes that the hotter a given medium is -- the
more detail and veolume of information it pours into one of its
audience's senses -- th. less opportunity the audience will have to
participate, and hence the greater the opportunity the writer. will
have to control his audience's reactions. In Areopagitica Milton's
desire to control his audience can be witneSsed not only in his choice
of medium ( he chooses a written address, which allows his audience
to span far beyond the bounds of the House of Commons and further,
allows this audience to re-read and slowly absorb the information he
provides, rather than a speech that will only be heard once, and even
then amid the inevitable distractions), but also in his approach to the
content, in which he states and restates his case both overtly and
through the use of more subliminal literary techniques. Milton
ensures that his content as well as his medium is "high definition" by
conveying a large volume of information to the reader. While the
reader's eyes are subconsciously and involuntarily "hotted up” by the
print medium, Milton seems to be trying similarly to influence his

reader's mind by filling his text with information designed to create
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a certain mood and 1o influence his reader by appealing to intuition
and gmotion rather than to the more f;ohsciods_ and discérnihg
faculties of logic and reason. This informinion is organized so as to
address each of the three types of persuasion advocated by both |
Aristotle and Cicero. | |

One of the most noteworthy aspects of Areopagitica is the way
in which the author creates and presents his narrator, and in doing
so, meets his fequiremeut for an appeal to ethos. In accordance with
Aristotle's requirement that the speaker present an appealing
portrayal of himself, Milton ensures that his narrator is endowed
with the three characteristics which he expects are of most
importance (and therefore of most persuasive influence) to this
audience. The narrator is learned, patriotic and Christian. In his
discussion of Areopagitica in The politic of Milton’s Prose Style, Keith
W. Stavely observes how the style of Areopagitica surpasses the
style developed throughout Milton's earlier tracts, and he points out

how this progression is particularly evident in Milton's persona:

In the ensuing oration, the -rhetorical methods we have seen
developing through Milton's earlier work all come to
fruition. Argumentative vigour becomes inseparable from
imaginative vitality, and emotional appeals achieve a new
range and urbanity. The agile voice of the Apology,
intellectually and imaginatively disciplined by the
experience of the first three divorce tracts, becomes a
humanly appealing persona, fully qualified to communicate
a progressive social vision. (Stavely 66)

Milton first and foremost establishes his persona as a member of and
a spokesman for the highly educated. The document's intellectual

tone is particularly evident in the first section of Areopagitica. Here,
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the persona refers to the teachers and philosophers of old Greece
wrth the famrliarity of close friends. and regularly mterjects
historical names and events into his discussion:

If 1 should thus farre presume upon the meek demeanour of
your civill and gentle greatnesse, Lords and Commons, as
what your publisht Order hath directly said, that to gainsay,
I might defend my selfe with ease, if any should accuse me
of being new or insolent, did they but know how much
better I find ye esteem it to imitate the old and -elegant
humanity of Greece, then the barbarick pride of a Hunnish
and Norwegian statelines. And out of those ages, to whose
polite wisdom and letters we ow that we are not yet Gothes
and Jutlanders, 1 could name him who from his private
house wrote that discourse to the Parlament of Athens, that
perswades them to change the forme of Democraty which
was then establisht, . Thus did Dion Prusaeus a stranger
and a privat Orator counsell the Rhodians against a former
Edict: and I abound with other like examples, which to set
heer would be superfluous. But if from the industry of a life
wholly dedicated to studious labours, and those naturall
endowments haply not the worst for two and fifty degrees
of northern latitude, so much must be derogated, as to count
me not equall to any of those who had this priviledge, I
would obtain to be thought not so inferior, as your selves
are superior to the most of them who receiv'd their counsell.
(489-90)

A number of interesting characteristics are evident in this rather
small portion of the document. The most obvious of these is the
great number of names and references that weight down this brief
piece of text. In his references to the various countries and
specifically to the Greek culture the persona not only implies his own
familiarity with these places and events, but he also assumes the
same level of knowledge in his reader. The names are mentioned
but little explanation or amplification is offered by the writer. It is

assumed that the reader, like the author, is familiar with the
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ciidi’dcteristics of the Gothés. . Jutlanders and the Hunnish and
Norwegian states refemd to in the text, It is also assumgd that the
veiled reference to Isocrates, "him who from his pﬂvate hoiise wrote
that discourse to the Parliament of Athens,” will be immediately
recognized and understood. In these instances the pﬁrsoua not only
communicates his own erudition, but he subtly compliments his
audience by diécussing these issues as if he is addressing an
intellectual equal. This same approach is continued throughom the
document. [Even when the persona interjects with a criticism or
warning it is carried out with a tone of respect. |
The persona's authoritative and educated voice is intended to
lend the argument credibility. Milton desires that his views be
understood as those of the educated elite, and he is anxious to
ensure that his persona's credentials are well established at the
outset of the discussion. Since these credentials are included as part
of the ethos, or the author's attempt to make the persona appealing
to his audience, however, Milton's second concern is that this
information be presented ir an amiable manner, without branding
the persona with a distasteful appearance of snobbery and without
appearing to lord this high level of learning over the people he is
attempting to impress. But while these objectives 'appcar to have
been satisfactorily accomplished, it must be asked at what cost they
have been achieved. Most modern readers require a significant
number of notations before they are able to appreciate the context
and relevance of many of Areopagitica’s references, and while it
may be safe to assume a higher degree of familiarity among Milton's

first readers, it seems reasonable to also assume that a good number
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| of ili_gse Hte__tv'ei'reﬁrcesv_ woulgi stili i\dVe coufoundeda ldfgc _poi'tiOn of
this original audience, “l_'o a jieat »e:‘u‘eht Milton teduired a certain
degree of Vobscurity to mdke his poini. Lii:é ‘ihe long and foreign'
sounding names used throughout Paradise Lost, the references in
Areopagitica are included not only for the information borne in the
references themselves, but also for the exotic and impressive mood
they lend to the writing. The price of this mood, however, is clarity.
Milton evidently feli that these gaps in understanding were worth
the benefits that accrued from them, but it is difficult to determine
whether this assumption was proven accurate. Modern studies in
educational psychology reveal that unfamiliar terms and concepts
not only impair the reader's comprehension but that they actually
reduce the reader's ability to learn by subconsciously causing
feelings of sleepiness and boredom. If this is in fact the case, it is
possible that the document's astonishing lack of influence over its
intended audience may be partly accounted for in this manner.

The second component of Milton's ethos is his patriotic appeal.
This patriotic appeal is also evident in the extended passage from
Areopagitica quoted above. It is interesting to note that throughout
the document all negative attributes are assigned to foreign nations
and people, while only England and Greece are consistently
portrayed in a positive light. The English must be thankful that they
are "not yet Gothes and Jutlanders,” and although the British were
equally guilty of licensing, the persona overlooks this fact and labels
it a loathed Spanish practice (489). Milton's patriotic zeal is also
communicated in a variety of other ways. Early in the document

theatrical exaggeration is employed when Milton suggests that the
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imprimatur's c@#nmands had to be written in ,La.t.in“si‘.nfcé our Eﬁz"i‘sﬁ’
the ldngijage of men ever famous, and formost in ihe atchievements
of liberty, will not easily finde servile letters anow to speil shch a
“dictatorie presumption English" (50S). Later, he describes the worst
pozisible insult for an Englishman as that of being considered either a
"fool or a foreiner" (532), and finally, drawing near the end of the
document (in what is commonly referred to as the national
digression) Milton's personal love for and confidence in his country

is beautifully and convincingly expressed:

Methinks | see in my mind a noble and puissant Nation
rousing herself like a strong man after sleep, and shaking
her invincible locks: Methinks | see her as an Eagle muing
her mighty youth, and kindling her undazl'd eyes at the full
midday beam; purging and unscaling her long abused sight
at the fountain it self of heav'nly radiance; while the whole
noise of timorous and flocking birds, and those also that love
the twilight, flutter about, amaz'd at what she means, and in
their envious gabble would prognosticat a year of sects and
schisms. (557-8).

The image is of course that of the biblical Samson as he is portrayed
in Jurizes 16‘: 6-14, where, as Ernest Sirluck notes, Samson is
descrived "frustrating the first three attempts of Delila and the
Philistines to subdue him in his sleep” (558, note 253). This
reference not only reinforces Milton's patriotic voice, but it also
alludes to his third and perhaps most important qualification as a
speaker: Christian faith and values.  This qualification was no doubt
considered the most important by Milton's audience, and it was also
the point most in need of evidence and support.  While the
Parliament had no reason either to take note of, or to question

Milton's learning and patriotism, The Doctrine and Discipline of
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Divorcé subblied antple cattte to tluestiott ltis Christian beliefs. As
Merrit Hughes notes, any membets of Parliament who had not
already read the dlvorce pamphlet would have been none the less
aware of its existence as of August 16, 1644, on which date, shortly
before Areopagitica was publishéd, Milton and his unlicensed
pamphlet on divorce were condemned in a parliamentary sermon by
the Presbyterian divine Herbert Palmer (Hughes 716). But while
Milton's audience most likely required extra persuasion to be
convinced of Milton's Christian convictions, this requirement is easily
met by Areopagitica. Not only does Milton frame his discussion in
the context of the biblical pursuit of truth, but he reiterates the
doctrinal aspects of his argument through literary images and
biblical references.

As both Alan Price and John Evans have pointed out in their
articles on the imagery of Areopagitica, a variety of images are used
to good effect throughout the document.® These images run parallel
to the argumentative structure of the speech and, as Evans points
out, these images not only satisfy the reader's requirements for wit
and rhetorical finesse, but they actually restate and emphasize the
author's primary arguments. John Evans develops Price's thesis of
the importance of Areopagitica’s "incidental" imagery to a further

point by suggesting that the imagery is not only incidental but rather

8Alan Price's article entitled "Incidental Imagery in Areopagitica " appeared
in Modern Philology in May 1952. John Evans' article "Imagery as argument
in Milton's Areopagitica” appeared in Texas Studies in Literature and Language
in 1966. Evans notes that other than Alan Price, only Theodore Banks (In
Milton’s Imagery, New York, 1950) approached the topic but his interest was
limited to the biographical information the images provide (Evans 190).



fundamental to Milton's thesis and of structural rather than

decorative importance:
1 regard these patterns as parathematic statements, which
not only add dramatic emphasis to a context, but
conceptualize it in different terms, and thereby help
compensate for the absence of the argument for separation
of church and state, which Milton did not use for fear of
antagonizing the Erastians, a faction that had supported the
Licensing Order, and yet was the most likely of any group to

change its position if presented with the right reasons.
(Evans 190)

Whether or not Milton's approach to the imagery of Arecpagitica
was really influenced by a" decision to withhold an argument against
thé separation of church and state, Evans's observation about the
manner in which the imagery operates within the text is perceptive.
But although Evans draws attention to the ways in which the various
tropes and metaphors are used to sustain and enrich various points
of the argument, he too fails to note the consistent underlyi.ng
premise these diverse images are actually supporting. Each of the
major images employed by Milton in Areopagitica either overtly or
inadvertently underscores the biblical or re:ligious arguments which
flow as an undercurrent throughout the document.® Although Milton
seldom engages in a direct justification of unlicensed printing by
quoting scripture, he uses his imagery to infuse his arguments with
Christian philosophy and teaching. In so doing Milton accomplishes
two things: he achieves the "high density” of information described
by McLuhan by layering his argument and thereby crowding out

interference and ensuring all possible means of communicating his-

9 Evans points out that the rcligious theme forms the heart of Milton's
argument, but he fails to note how the various images support this theme.
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messhﬁe ,afe u'sedv to maximum _effect, and he su‘lvaztlyv_es_iabli‘shgg his
cfédeii;iéis a-s 8 fait_bful Christian. The most notable of these images
are the pei'sonifications qf both books and truth and the memphors
of life and death, light and darkness.

The personification of books is the first image to appear within -
the text. It occurs after the somewhat lengthy introductory remarks

and shortly before the conclusion of the preface:

For Books are not absolutely dead things, but doe contain a
potencie of life in them to be as active as that soule was
whose progeny they are; nay they do preserve as in a voill
the purest efficacie and extraction of that living intellect
that bred them. I know they are as lively, and as vigorously
productive, as those fabulous Dragons teeth; and being sown
up and down, may chance to spring up armed men. And yet
on the other hand unlesse warinesse be use'd, as good
almost kill a Man as kill a good Book; who kills a Man kills a
reasonable creature, Gods Image; but hee who destroys a
good Booke, kills reason it selfe, kills the Image of God, as it
were in the eye. Many a man lives a burden to the Earth;
but a good Booke is the pretious life-blood of a master spirit,
imbalm'd and treasur'd up on purpose to a life beyond life.
(492-3)

The most obvious connection with theological argumentation is the
statement that a good book is a "reasonable creature, God's Image."
As Evans points out, behind this statement is the philosophy that
sees the faculty of reason as the aspect that distinguishes man from

beast:

At the heart of Milton's argument is his conviction that
books are the repository of human reason, the image of God
in man and the faculty that puts man at the head of all
temporal things, nearest to God and the angels in the great
chain of being. (Evans 191) -
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between ‘reason and God (which we may assume was already well
undetstood by Milton's audience) and then begweenr ‘books and
reason. Milton's personificatio“n of books mdkes th_e books not oﬁly
human, but in fact the most valuable aspect of humanity -- the very
image of God. This explicit reference is elso enriched by several
more subtle images. For instance, books are described as "the life-
blood of a master spirit." This image is consistent with the earlier
simile that connects books with a liquid capable of being stored in a
vial, but it is also impregnated with religious import. In comparing
books to a "life-blood” capable of providing a "life beyond life,"
Milton endows his subject with Christ-like power. By Christ's own
life-blood the Christian is provided with the hope of life beyond life,
and through the "purest efficacie and extraction of that living
intellect" contained within books the Christian will find the aid
required to realize that hope. Through the extension of this
metaphor of books as men, Milton is also able to compare licensing to

murder:

'Tis true, no age can restore a life, whereof perhaps there is
no great losse; and revolutions of ages doe not oft recover
the losse of a rejected truth, for the want of which whole
Nations fare the worse. We should be wary therefore what
persecution we raise against the living labours of publick
men, how we spill that season'd life of man preserv'd and
stord up in Books; since we see a kinde of homicide may be
thus committed, some::mes a martyrdome, and if it extend
to the whule impression, a kinde of massacre, whereof the
execution ends not in the slaying of an elementall life, but
strikes at that ethereall and fift essem:ie, the breath of
reason it selfe, slaies an immortality rather then a life. (493)
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The _fihai e»xiqiilsi‘onr of this comparison allows Christian iicedgieis to be
compdred with“Chfist's Jewish persééhtofs. Aithough it is very
subtle, these sixﬁiies and iﬁetapbors combiiw to sliggest a radical
parallel between "tbe word" conveyed through the often
controversial books and "the Word" as it was embodied in the person
of Jesus Christ. Just as the Jews attempted to silence God's revealed
word by crucifying Christ, so the Christian licensers are muzzling
God's revealed word to his people as they destroy books. The Gogpel
of St. John provides the scriptural basis for regarding Christ as "the
word of God":

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God,
and the Word was God. The same was in the beginning with
God. All things were made by him; and without him was not
any thing made that was made. In him was life; and the life
was the light of men. And the light shineth in darkness; and
the darkness comprehended it no:i. (KJV John 1: 1-5)

The idea that books embody the key to eternal salvation is also
conveyed in the personification of truth. This image builds on the
associations established with the personification of books. For
instance, the association of books with liquids and pure essence is
similarly applied to truth. | Milton uses a direct reference to the Bible
when he states that "truth is compar'd in Scripture to a streaming
fountain" (543). This image is also comp!emented by a less explicit
reference to "the cruse of truth" that "must run no more oyle" (541).
This reference parallels the image of books as the pure essence
capable of being stored in a vial. The association of both books and
truth with this rather distinctive image of a liquid establishes a

subtle, but very important, similarity between the two. When the



two_separate references are combined through the use of a common.
vehicle, the tenor of Milton's images becomes the idea that all books
are a source of truth.!®  But while h'.is‘ audience's attitudes toward
books make this an untenable and iusupponable‘ claim were it to be
presented boldly, this same claim is acceptable when it is subtly
conveyed by way of the document's imagery. As Alan Price
contends, this emphasis on tenor is the principal objective of Milton's
use of imagery: |
This along with the other examples given of the
personification of books and "Truth" illustrates Milton's most
important method of image-making in Areopagitica. He is
not mainly concerned to give pleasurable illumination by
fusing disparate elements into a new whole, by revealing "a
balance or reconcilement of opposite or discordant qualities.”
This imaginative synthesis is, of course, present in varying
degrees in all his images and personifications, but the main
effect is to direct liking or loathing toward the ideas
embodied in the "tenor" of the image by means of the

associations aroused by the "vehicle" of the image. (Price
218)

The association of books and.truth through a comm: inwge makes it
possible for the reader to draw a very desirable conclusion about the
relationship between these two elements. Through the same
psychological process of transference that allows logical fallacies like
the Abusive Ad Hominum to succeed, books and truth become
equated in the reader's mind.  This process of transference
encourages the reader to reason that since both books and truth are

described by the same image, then books ‘and truth must be

10 "Tenor" is defined by The Princeton Handbook of Poetic Terms as the
"purport or gencral drift of thought regarding the subject of the metaphor”
and "vehicle" is defined as "that which serves to carry or embody the tenor as
the analogy brought to the subject” (Preminger 278).



73
themselves very sumlar.' The process may be expressed by the
following equation. If (A impltes C) and (B implies C) then (A 1mp11es
B). This is not always a sound logioal deduction. but it is an
attractive assumption, especially when the author deliberately dtaws
his reader's attention away from the deductive process by directing
the reference to his subconscious mind.

The insinuated equation of books and truth is not the only
object of this metaphoric representation of Truth as a "cruse of
truth.” As Emst Sirluck notes, this phrase is an oblique reference to
Scripture. The words are derived from 1 Kings 17: 9-16 when Elijah
requests a morsel of bread from the poor widow. As The Matthew
Henry Commentary on the Bible suggests, the incident referred to by
Milton in this passage reiterates a theme repeated throughout
Scripture (and perhaps most often in the Book of Judges) that "it is
God's way, and it is his glory, to make use of the weak and foolish
things of this world and put honour upon them" (Henry 386). The
appropriateness of this particular reference is clear when it is placed
beside the second of the four arguments against licensing presented
in Areopagitica :

"Tis next alleg'd we must not expose our selves to
temptations without necessity, and next to that, not imploy
our“time in vain things. To both these objections one answer
will serve, out of the grounds already laid, that to all men
- such books are not temptations, nor vanities; but usefull
drugs and materialls wherewith to temper and compose

effective and strong med'cins, which mans life cannot want.
(521)

Just as it is to God's glory to make use of humble and foolish people,

Milton argues, it is also to his glory to make use of seemingly vain



"and misguxded writing Tlus teference functions as a substantianon -
or proof of the inference made through the assoeiation of books and i
trn_th_. Wlule supportets of the licensing bnll would rejeet the»’
suggesuon that truth may be »found in "bnd" bookg. this counter,
argument is anticipated and addressed by the : snn;e image that
provoked the question. Once again the kimnge tetutns,_the re,nder to
nn _undeilying biblical argument. Throngh this successive layering of
information and meaning Milton reiterates his points on a 'nuniner of
levels. This "high density" content arrests the reader's deductive
powers and directs the process of interpretation in favour of the
author's 'point of view. Although the narrator is reluctant (and, as
was discussed earlier, with good reason) to engage directly in a
scriptural debate except in very controlled and specific in_sinnces. he
enlists the emotional power contained in biblical phrases to enrich
the pathetic appeal of his arguments.

The personification of truth also reiterates the underlying
biblical or religious argument in a muck more general fashion. In
keeping with Greek tradition Milton chooses to personify the virtue
of truth as a female. She is simultaneously the "beleagured truth” in
need of the armed assistance of Justice, and the competent warrior
whose often "misdoubted" strength sees her victorious in all
confrontations with falsehood. This personification is reminiscent of
the Pyschomachia of Prudentius in which the female virtues engage
in armed combat for the soul of man. The somewhat contradictory
description of truth as both the weak and victimized virtue and as
the successful combatant is characteristic of the various allegories

that originated in the Middle Ages but continued to circulate during



the Renaissance. In the allegory of the four daughters of God, for

cxample. the weaker virtues of Mercy and ljéacp finally achieve
pleas. Of course the dichotomy of weakness and strength which is
worked out in these allegories is also the central and defining
attribute of the Christian God who is both nurturer and warrior,
dispenser 6f mercy and of justice. Milton's personification of Truth
as both a victim and a warrior underscores his argument that truth
must freely and actively be sought and defended, yet it also
reassures the reader that truth will always prevail when put to the
test.

Areopagitica also includes rich and evocative images of life
and death. As was the case with the previous images, these also
emphasize the tenor of Milton's specific argument while also
contributing to the religious and scriptural subtext. As Joln Evans
points out, "Milton viewed the controversy over licensing as, quite
literally, a matter of life (intellectual and spiritual) and death, and
the interrelated metaphoric patterns of Areopagitica reiterate this
concern throughout the essay” (192). Books are equéted with life.
They are "the life-blood of a master spirit,” the "living labours of
publik men,” and open presses are the "birthright” of all Englishmen.
Meanwhile licensers are depicted as judges who "sit upon the birth,
or death of books" -- they are the jealous Junos who stifle "the issue
of the womb" (493,505,530). As Evans indicates, and as the
preceding discussion of the personification of books has
demonstrated, the image of life is not restricted to mortal life, but

rather it also encompasses the idea of spiritual life or eternal life.



references and allusions that resonate throughout the document, but
it is also encouraged by specific references made in conjunction with
these images. Fo;instance. the dgd;h btoqght vabouf throbgh the
killing of a good book not only constitutes the killing of a ﬁhmdn
being (homicide), or the killing of a heroic human being who is
willing to die for his beliefs (martyrdom), or even the indiscriminate
and merciless killing of many human beings (massacre), but rather .
the killing of an "immortality" (493). By slaying an immortality the
licensers are not responsible for the murder of mortals, but for the
murder of souls. Milton's choice of the word "immortality" is itself
important as the term is steeped in biblical meaning that is of
relevance to this particular discussion. Romans 2: 7-8, for example,
contains both a promise of immortality for the faithful and a threat

of God's indignation and wrath:
To them who by patient continuance in well doing seek for
glory and honour and immortality, eternal life: But unto

them that are contentious, and do not obey the truth, but
obey unrighteousness, indignation and wrath.

The most compelling echo to arise from Milton's choice of the term
"immortality," however, is that which originates in 1 Corinthians 16:
54 and 5S:

So when this corruptible shall have put on incorruption, and
this mortal shall have put on immortality, then shall be
brought to pass the saying that is written, Death is
swallowed up in victory. O death, where is thy sting? O
grave, where is thy victory?

Here immortality is clearly linked with the promise of eternal

salvation and after-life. This particular reference is interesting, as it
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two armours against death. The Christian armed with both God's
own incormptibility and immortality will share in the victory over
death. Pidced witliiii the cvomext of Areopagitica. this quotation
serves to solidify the implied equation of books, truth and eternal
‘salvation that operates throughout the document. If Milton is correct
in his assumption that the parliamentary members and especially
the Presbyterian divines had a substantial command of the
Scriptures, then it will also be safe to assume that the charge that
licensing slays an immortality would have registered (at the very
least in the backs of their minds) as an offence against eternal
salvation.

The images of light and darkness used throughout Areopagitica'
function in a manner very similar to those previously discussed. In
this case, however, there is little need to establish the presence of
biblical echoes operating within these images, as the words
themselves are synonymous with the language of Scripture, and may
almost be regarded as biblical shorthand for the concepts of goodness
and evil, and for a symbolic representation of Christ and Satan. In
Areopagitica Milton employs these images to represent concepts
similar to those that they traditionally represent in the Bible. Light
is associated with the Reformation and with truth; conversely, all
enemies to these ideas are characterized as extinguishers of light
(548). As Price points out, Milton's images in Areopagitica are
seldom ingenious or siartling; rather he makes good use of the

traditional and commonplace to emphasize his point:



Such widely used images as light. sun and darkness tequire
very:-skilful handling, : but:-Milton's - treatment " is : never
commonplace: freshness is: gained - by the homely' "Yet: when
the new -light: which ‘we beg for shines in upon us, there:be
who envy, ‘and - oppose, - if it come not first in at their
casements.” (Price 220 Areopagitica 562)

By using familiar images Milton is able to build the successive layers
of meaning that work so effectively within Areopagitica. Since the
scriptural argument is primarily based within the subtext of his
document, Milton must ensure that the references are common
enough to stir thc reader into making the correct associations. The
argumentative strength of Areopagitica rests upon the familiarity of
images like light and dark, life and death, but the literary greatness
is achieved by Milton's singularly appropriate turns of phrase and
uncommon juxtapositions of otherwise ordinary thoughts and
concepts.

The final aspect of Milton's pathos (or appeal to his audience's
emotions) that deserves mention is his deliberate effort to associate
licensing with his audience's religious and political enemies and the
hated "Catholic" practices of the recently ousted monarchy. Milton
makes these associations in a variety of ways, using everything from
open satire to subtle choices in diction to convey his point.

During Milton's initial discussion of the originators of licensing
no efforts are spared in ridiculing and degrading the Catholic foe.
The Popes of Rome are opchly accused of "engrossing what they
pleased of political rule" (501), and the "glutton Friers" who were

actually responsible for licensing the books are shown no mercy:
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To- fill up:the measure of encroachment, ‘their last invention
was ' to -ordain that no Book, pamphlet,::or::paper: should :be
- Printed (as if 'S. Peter - had bequeath'd :them: the- keys of the
Presse also out of Paradise) unlesse it were approv'd and
licenc't under the hands of 2 or 3 glutton Friers. ... . Sure
they have a conceit, if he of the bottomlesse pit had not long
since broke prison, that this quadruple exorcism: would
barre him down. . . . Sometimes S /mprimaturs are seen
together dialogue-wise in the Piatza of one Title page,
complementing and ducking each to other with their shav'n
reverences, whether the Author, who stands by in
perplexity at the foot of his Epistle, shall to the Presse or to
the spunge. These are the prety responsories, these are the
deare Antiphonies that so bewitcht of late our Prelats, and
their Chaplaines with the goodly Eccho they made; and
besotted us to the gay imitation of a lordly Imprimatur. . ..
(503-4)

In this passage echoes of Geoffrey Chaucer's "The Summoner's Tale"
may be heard in the ribald descriptidns of the Friars. The language
is fresh and colloquial and the tone is both vituperative and jauhty.
Since the Friars may be safely assumed to be common foes, their
ridicule is obviously intended to be received as a shared joke among
men of like minds. Although these passages also contain a slight
edge of vehemence in the author's voice, the accusations never stray
into specific and contestable complaints, but rather they remain in
the category of humorous insults as they exploit the same
stereotypical characteristics satirized by Chaucer well over 200 years
before.

Apart from these very obvious indulgences in satire and
ridicule, there méy be found in Areopagitica a great number of more
subtle associations of loathed Roman Catholic practices and the
practice of licensing. Throughout this document Milton's

characteristic attention to detail is evidenced in his diction. As



Tlioin#é N Comspomts out i.n‘hi's _bqpk; jhe Dgevzelogmeh‘t“ _of Mclton's
VPrAasg_'St_yle, Milton does ri\ot‘ restnct lumself _io the mosi obvipgﬁs
opi:‘ortunitie»s for creating the desired ‘#ssoci‘at‘irons; (like the »ret‘ere_n.ce
to the iicensor's index as a "new putgatory"[503]). but he also makcé
use of word sounds and, whenever necessary, he coins new wofds to

convev his message:

In the context of linguistic borrowing, Milton, ironically so
often regarded as the arch-classicist, is avowedly a populist
‘and a nationalist.  This can probably be seen best in his
onslaught in Areopagitica on the word "imprimatur,”
borrowed into English in 1640 and for which no alternative
seems to have been formed out of the native resources of
the language. (Corns 70)

In another discussion of Milton's diction in Animadversions, Corns
makes several interesting observations that also shed light on

Milton's diction in Areopagitica :

"Imprimaturs” is conspicuous by its unfamiliarity in English
discourse . . . and it is immediately recognizable as an
inflected form of a Latin verb. As used by Milton in the
context of this vituperative passage, its strangeness seems to
connote the outlandishness of the prelatical censors. The
effect is reinforced by the six-syllabled “"expurgatorious’,
formed by Milton himself from a Latin loan-word,
"expurgate”, first noted by the OED in 1621, or else directly
from the modern Latin "expurgatorius".  Not only is it
unfamiliar and strikingly long, but also its echo of
"purgatory” makes a subtle, perhaps even subliminal
connection between the prelates and the Catholicism with
which he would associate them. (Corns 7)

This same theory may be witnessed in Areopagitica in Milton's foics
of adjectives like "inquisiturient,” which is used to modify the noun
"bisiops”". In this particular example the adjective establishes a

direct relationship between the Rishops who "snatcht up” the practice
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of licehsihg so eagerly ahd ihe barbai'ic i)factices of the Spdﬁish
iﬁddisitors._ N | L |

A siinil_ax tactic is also e@plpyed by Milton in his association of
licensing with other equally detested but non-religioﬁ‘s} aspects of the
former regime. Drawing near the close of the docﬁment. we note that
several key references are made to the very contentious issues of

tunnaging and poundaging and to the system of monopolies:

Nothing writt'n but what passes through the custom-house
of certain Publicans that have the tunaging and the
poundaging of all free spok'n truth, will strait give
themselvs up into your hands, mak'em, & cut'em out what
religion ye please. (545)

In this derogatory description of one of the individuals who will
benefit from the licensing system, Milton employs a powerful
reference to perhaps the most famous and most detested aspect of
Charles's rule in order to assure his meaning is communicated to his
audience. A similar tactic is employed in the closing lines of the
document when Milton blames the government's decision to re-
establish a licensing practice on corrupt book sellers who are

attempting to corner a lucrative market for themselves:

And how it got the upper hand of your precedent Order so
well constituted before, if we may beleeve those men whose
profession gives them cause to enquire most, it may be
doubted there was in it the fraud of some old patentees and
monopolizers in the trade of book-selling; who under
pretence of the poor in their Company not to be defrauded,
and the just retaining of each man his severall copy, which
God forbid should be gainsaid, brought divers glosing colours
to the House, which were indeed but colours, and serving to
no end except it be to excercise a superiority over their
neighbours. (570)
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Mlltons selection of adjectives not only serves to condemn the

accused book-sellers in his readers’ minds. 'but it also teitemtes the
association between licenslng and tl\e ‘corruptness of the monnrchy
In such a brxet' space Milton manages to arouse his audxences 4_
emotions and to direct these negative feelings toward a policy
brought about by this audience, while simultaneously directing the
blame for this policy to the Stationer's Company.,

As this discussion indicates, Areopagitica must be considered a
- formidable example of rhetorical skill despite Milton's own assertion
of his inadequacies as a prose writer. In Réasan of Church

Government, Milton makes the following statement:

I should not chuse this manner of writing [prose] wherein
knowing myself inferior to my self, led by the genial power
of nature to another task, I have the use, as [ may account
it, but of my left hand. (Milton, Reason, 808)

As editor Don Wolfe notes, the "left hand" mentioned by Milton is
significant not only brcause of the image of awkwardness it assigns
to the author, but because "the left hand, being of lesser importance,
suggests a less honourable type of work as well as ineptness on the
. part.of the artist” (Milton, Reason 808, note 48). This idea of the left
hand being "less honourable” stems from the long standing tradition
that associated the left with evil and the right with goodness. This
tradition may have also influenced an interesting and relevant
statement made by Dante Alighieri in his essay On Eloquence
regarding the left or right-handedness of rhetoric:

For, since everything we write is sung towards the right or

toward the left -- poems are either persuasive or dissuasive,
either congratulatory or ironic, either in praise or in



contempt the words tending to the left will hurry toward
the: end, while their opposites will take due time with each
pant in commg to the end (Aliglueri 60)

This statement is interesting as, by its defimtton. Mrlton s prose truly
does fit the description of botrtg "of the left hand." As the dissuasive,
ironic and contemptuous elements in Aréopagitico sttggest. Dante's
description of left-handed rhetoric is certoinly more appropriate
than his definition of right-handed rhetoric, but it is also more
appropriate to Areopagitica and Milton's prose works in general
than any suggestion that the prosc itself is of inferior quality.

In Areopagitica Milton presents a very competent piece of
thetoric in which he is careful to address all of the classical
requirements of ethos, pathos and logos. ~ These requirements,
however, are met in a somewhat unusual manner whereby a good
number of these appeals are embodied in | the subtext of the
discussion -- in the subtleties cf his language and in the tenor of his
images. As a result of this unusually complex and, to some degree,
covert style, a substantial portion of the argumentation in
Areopagitica appeals to the audience's emotion, or suggests meaning
to its subconscious. Through this technique of layering meaning,
Milton creates a document with an extraordinarily high density of
information. If Marshall McLuhan's theories regarding high density
or "hot" media may be also applied to the content of a given medium,
then Areopagitica must be regarded as a highly manipulative
document. In any situation a charge of manipulation would raise
ethical questions about the author's right to appeal to his audience's
emotions rather than to its reason, but this is ospecially the case in a

document like Areopagitica, which is ostensibly a "reasonable” plea
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for a more Chris_t_-ixke approuch to the licensing issue. In order to
assess Miltons ethics. it is appropriate to compnre his views with
those held by both respected rhetorrcians and by Chrrstran
phllosophers. )

In his book on rhetoric. Aristotle recognizes the power and
responsibility of the orator, and he is ever concerned about the -
ethical issues of any given rhetorical technique.  While he
acknowledges that reason is the best and most upright means of
persuasion, he does not discount or discourage the use of less logical
techniques. In his introduction to the Rhetoric, Lane Cooper

summarizes Aristotle's views in the following manner:

The emphasis is always upon the nature of the person to be
persuaded, and the means by which it is possrblc, and just,
to persnade him. The one legitimate means is reasonable
argument; but since man is an emotional creature, and
audiences are sure to be swayed by emotion, the speaker
has to reckon with this side c¢f his audience, and to deal with
it. (Cooper xxi)

Quintilian, who is most noted for his attention to etlucs. also concurs
that within ethical boundaries, an orator must do what is necessary
to win. Despite the obvious qualifications of these writers to speak
on the question of rhetoric, the true test of Milton's ethics must come
from a trusted Christian authority. In this case the obvious choice is
St. Augustine. Augustine, who was once a manichean rhetorician, left
his early beliefs to become one of the most influential Christian
writers and theologians. In both his Confessions and in his Doctrina
Christiana, St. Augustine expresses his disgrist with rhetoric that is
used for the sole purpose of demonstrating the orator's prowess, or

for the perpetuation of error, but he also stresses the value of
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rhetorical skill for Christians who desire to argue convincingly for
truth: |

Theie» are also,:ceitaiii piihcipies of a ﬁof&ibﬁﬁ&dﬁt kind of
disputation, which is called eloquence. . Athough they can be
employed in convincing us of falsehood, nevertheless, they
themselves are true. Since they can be employed also in the

service of truths, the power itself is not culpable, but the
bad faith of those who misuse it is. (108)

Thus Milton's techniques are justified. His attempts to persuade with
emotional rather than logical appeals are supported in Scripture
when Christ tells his followers "behold, I send you forth as sheep in
the midst of wolves: be ye therefore wise as serpents, and harmless
as doves” (KJV Matt 10:16). Milton's approach may be therefore
acknowledged as a sheep's effort to confront the pariiamentary
wolves of falsehood and repression with the serpent's wisdom. With
the exception of his misrepresentation of the history of licensing as it
applied to England, and perhaps of his somewhat misleading
representation of his own arguments as logicai and reasonable,
Milton does not argue in bad faith., His motivations for writing
Areopagitica are certainly above condemnation as mere exercises in
rhetoric, despite the exceptionally high level of skill the document
exhibits.

Of course, for Milton's cohtemporaries the issue of
Areopagitica’s ethics turned out to be of little concern since, despite
the exceptional skill with which Milton crafted both the content and
the form of Areopagitica, the document had an astounding lack of
influence on its original audience. = More remarkabie than this early

disregard, however, is the enthusiasm with which Milton's ideas have



been revrved in later perrods Wheh (rtearly one hundred years'

later) both the populace and the civil authorities finaily embraced
the philosophy of intellectual and religious freedom. Areopagittca :

was resurrected from its grave of disgraee and reinstated as an |

exemplary statement of these newly adopted philosophieai ideals
Although it has recently become fashionable for literary »erttxcs to
reassess and re-condemn Areapagitica for being too conservative
and oontradictory in its endorsement of fundamental freedoms, the
document continues to exert substantial influence over modern
censorship issues. While judicial experts may not refer directly to
Arecopagitica by name, Milton's powerful rhetoric continues to make

itself felt powerfully throughout twentieth-century debates.



Chapter Four

The Debaie Continues: A(popqgitica 's  Contemporary and Current
Influence on the Censorship Debate

It is a sui'prising but indisputable féct that Areopagitica
received little attention from either the citizens or government
officials to whom it was first addressed. As William Haller points out
in his extensive study of the Tracts on Liberty in the Puritan
Revolution, despite both the n literary excellence and the persuasive
style of John Milton's plea against licensed printing, Areopagitica
and the other pamphlets that argued for free press during this time
had no effect on licensing practices. An examination of the events
subsequent to the publishing of Areopagitica suggests that the
British Parliament of 1644 was not even interested in the ideals of
personal freedom expressed by Milton, Richard Overton, John
Lilburne and others, let alone prepared to deal with the political
consequences of these ideals. As is so often the case with
revolutionary ideas, however, the time and place for Areopagitica
did eventually arrive, although much later than its author had
intended. While Milton's document failed to achieve its immediate
objectives, it has proven its universality by resisting the obscurity
that awaits inferior arguments. As modern referehces to
Areopagitica prove, Milton's arguments are as relevant and vital
today as only Milton himself knew them to be three hundred and

forty-five years ago.
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This discussion wrll focus on the social and political events thut '
unmedrately followed Areopagmca rn an: effort to. explnrn the'

:a:i )

receptlon the document recerved It wrll then examine the relevnnce o

of the arguments contained within Areopagitica to modern
censorshrp debates and »legislation. Although the terms of the
censorship debate hnve alt_ered significantly in- the years stnce,
Areopagitica was first published, thekpnilosophy‘ and '»arguments
- propounded by Milton continue to shape current tninking to a degree
that far exceeds its initial influence, - | |

In his discussion of Enélnnd‘s censorship history, Fredrick
Siebert includes the following summary of Areopagitica’s influence:

In its own day and upon its own contemporaries the
Areopagitica had very little effect. It was published in only
one edition (was not republished until 1738 with the
exception of an abridgment in 1693) and went unmentioned
by most of the writers and public men of the times. (Srebert
196)

It seems that Areopagitica, unlike many of the other pamphlets
written in defense of a free press during this time, was not only
ineffectual but ignored. Documents like Overton's Arraignement of
Mr. Persecution and Lilburne's A Remonstrance of Many Thousand
Citizens earned both men much notoriety and several years in
prison. Milton, however, was never penalized for .. copagitica and,
what is more surprising, the great arguments contained in the
document itself were never quoted by subsequent writers. = At the
conclusion of his search for contemporary references to.Areopagitice,

William Haller was compelled to draw the following conclusion:
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It appears mcrednble that Mllton s great plea for freedom of

~ the press should have failed of any mention whatever in the
thousands of pages printed at the time and -abounding in
specific references to hundreds of other publications, but. the
present writer is constrained to report - that after a
protracted  search he has failed to find a single one. - Surely,
if the appearance of Areopagitica were ever to be noted, it
should have been by Prynne in that chapter of his Fresh
Discovery, written according to Thomason's dating about six
months after the publication of Areopagitica, and devoted
to the recent attacks upon the printing ordinance. But
Prynne assails Henry Robinson, Lilburne, and the
anonymous tracts of Overton, completely ignoring Milton.
(Haller 138)

It is difficult to say exactly why Areopagitica received so little
attention.  Haller suggests that, despite his active participation in the
episcopal debates and his infamous divorce heresy, Milton was
actually little known among his contemporaries.  Haller then
concludes ‘that this obscurity allowed the document to go unnoticed. -
While this theory does explain why the most ruthless of Milton's
opponents failed to comment on his personal and marital problems in
the many attacks that followed the early pamphlets and the divorce
tracts, it does not sufficiéntly answer for Areopagitica's reception.
What is more likely than Haller's theory of obscurity is_,jthat,‘ the
document’s complimentary tone failed to generate the ~ same
contempt from Parliament that was brought about by both Overton's’
and Lilburne's deliberate éttempts to secure publicity for themselves
and their cause. It must be recalled that Milton had established
himself as a supporter of Parliament and had argued on their behalf
on several occasions before breaking with them over the divorce
issue. The strength of this former alliancé coupled with the generally

respectful tone of Areopagitica may have tempered any punitive
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actions that may have been cbnteini:_ldted by Pﬁiiiﬁtﬂent, Butwhtle
it is difficult to ascertain why Areopdgiticd feceivcd SO little notice,
it is not ai all difficult to explain why the requests for a free press
presented in this and other documents were not granted. In 1644
the parliamentary government was still engaged in war with the
King, and while the battle of Marston Moor had established
Parliament's hold on the North and generally boosted their hopes for
victory, the governmental climate continued to be unstable, and
political necessity took precedent over philosophical theories of good
government.

At the time Areopagitica was published, Parliament was
attempting to purge the government of all traces of the Monarchy,
and it was also trying to establish parliamentary systems of control.
Eight months before Areopagitica was released, Archbishop Laud
had been tried and convicted of crimes against the Commonwealth;
two months after Areopagitica was released, L.aud was executed. In
June of 1645 the civil war was brought to a new climax with the
defeat of the King's forces at Naseby by the Scots. The Battle at
Naseby brought about the ruin of the King, but a stable political
environment was still a distant dream. Although Charles was forced
to surrender to the Scots soon after the battle at Naseby, he did not
abandon his cauSe. Charles's hopes for a change in fortune were
largely based- on the rising discontent he observed between
Parliament and the army. Since their victory over Prince Rupert in
the Battle of Marston Moor on July 2, 1644, the army, under the
leadership of Oliver Cromwell, had established itself as a dominant

force within the parliamentary camp. Under Cromwell's leadership
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the arm:} Was "re;ﬁbdéli?d" iht§ ihe’ éfficiqm an‘d,,. well-ﬁi(:.'i.\}atéd
Ironsides, #nd it was also established as the stronghold fqr thé
Independents,  As the Presbyterian majority iﬁ Parliament began to
challenge the Independents’ demands for freedom of coi\science,
tensions between the two groups increased. It was with the hope
that these ftensions would eventually bring about the destruction of
Parliament that Charles refused to sign the Newcastle proposals
(which among other things demanded that Charles support the
Presbyterian establishment) that were presented to him by
Parliament in July of 1646. On January 30th of the following year
Charles was handed over to Parliament by the Scots in return for
back pay in excess of 400,000 pounds. Within a short period of time
after this event, Pariiament ordered the army to disband. The army,
however, refused to obey this order until demands for freedom of
conscience were met, and they seized Charles as a means of
establishing their bargaining power.

Given the volatile condition of government during this period,
Parliament's refusal to support the continuance of anti-government
propaganda is not surprising. Parliament was not concerned about
the relative values of free versus censored press, but rather about
keeping itself in power. The best means of retaining this power
seemed to involve censorship of potentially destabilizing propaganda,
and hence Parliament focused.its efforts on securing stringent control
of undesirable material. Thus, the efforts of Milton, Lilburne and
Overton were not met with a decrease in governmental control, but
rather with yet another special committee designed to regulate the

exchange of ideas. This particular committee was established in
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Novéd)bér of 1647 wiih ai mﬁndaie to "investigate and subpress
uniicensed books" (Siebert 190). | As Siebert points out, Parliament
was "aghast at the monster, phblic op_iniori. which it had raised up
and which in turn was threatening to destroy it" (Siebert 179).
Siebert also j:oints out that while Mil:on and the other visionaries
were engaged in efforts to secure new freedoms, the parliamentary
reformers were merely securing a means of changing the source of
the controlled views rather than working toward the abolition of the

controls themselves:

. The theory held by Parliament during the civil wars -- that
the press should be strictly regulated and that the Houses of
Parliament, instead of the crown, were the proper sources of
the authority to regulate -- was based on both precedent
and expediency. The civil wars represented a conflict in
political and religious symbols with the latter
predominating, and it was impossible for the leaders of the
revolt to dissociate themselves from the intellectual climate
of the age. Only a few individuals were able to grasp those
principles which became current only after a century of
more of experimentation. The basic opposition of the
Puritan reformers to the control of the press by the crown
was directed not against the fundamental principle of
"control,” but against the kind of control which discriminated
against their particular religious or political tenets. (Siebert
191)

Thus, the persuasive reasoning of Areopagitica fell upon deaf ears
largely because the reasoning itself failed to address its audience's
most pressing concerns. The issue of whether or not the free
exchange of ideas was the best system for a renewed church and
government remained of little concern tc Parliament so long as the
very power to make such decisions remained in jeopardy. Even after

the second civil war, the execution of Charles I, and the
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establishment of Cromwell's Commonwealth in 1649, the
government's right to govern 'wgs stiil suffiéiently temjous to
necessitate further controls. As Siebert points out, nohe of the ruling
parties was prgpared to r_deal with the unruly power wielded by the
presses.  Although each had argued for more libefal abproaches

while still rising to power, none, including Cromwell, was able to

allow this power to remain unchecked:

Complete freedom was not considered as one of the possible
solutions largely for these reasons: historical precedents
were lacking, experimentation had not yet demonstrated the
ineffectiveness of the traditional regulations, government
was not yet considered an instrument of the people for their
own well-being and therefore participation even by the
middle classes although tolerated at times was not an
accepted tenet of those in power, the sensitiveness of public
officials to comment and criticism by the public at 'arge, the
inexperience of the channels of communication in Jelivering
and the public in digesting a free and uncontrolled flow of
information and comment on public issues, and lastly the
age had not learned a restrained and civilized toleration of
divergent points of view. (Siebert 220-221)

Even the Commonwealth government that had fought for power to
ensure freedom of conscience perpetuated the system of controls --
this time, through the use of new ordinances and military measures.

One of the most remarkable facts concerning the system of
control exercised by Cromwell is that John Milton participated in its
enforcement.  Milton's participation in the drafting of the Press Act
of September 20, 1649 has remained for many modern critics one of
the largest barriers to a complete appreciation of Areopagitica. As
Siebert points out, most critics are led to conclude that Milton's

subsequent involvement with the very governmental controls he
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writes 50 velietheflily dgaipst in Areopagitica s rev‘i’dgnce that he- ..
was eithef so feebly committed to these principles that he was able
to chﬁnge his mind swiftly when it became expedient to do so, or
eviderice thai Milton had never intended Areopagitica to be
interpreted as a plea for liberty for anything but the most "serious
and scholarly” books (Siebert 197). Although Milton's involvement is
difficult to justify given the scant details concerning the personal
decisions that motivated his actions, modern critics like Siebert do
both Milton and Areopagitica a great disservice by so readily
accepting these disappointi'ng conclusions. It is quite possible, and
indeed likely if Milton's behaviour in similar circumstances is taken
into account, that Milton's participation in the drafting of this act was
a deliberate move to secure the ideals expressed in Areopagitica
rather than a public breach of these commitments. The complete
lack of reaction that followed Areopagitica was no doubt of great
interest to Milton, and he is sure to have considered the reasons for
this reaction very seriously. It is reasonable to assume that Milton
would have come to the same conclusion about Areopagitica’s failure
as has been reached by the modern historians and governmental
analysts who have since studied the events. In targeting his appeal
to the theological and philosophical ramifications of censorship,
Milton overlooked or underestimated the power of the absolute
necessities for political survival that faced his audience, and, as a
result, the power of persuasion was completely removed from his
otherwise potent argument. Having reached this conclusion, Milton
faced two alternatives: he could retreat with his ideals intact and

abandon all hope of effecting even the most modest change, or he
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could decide to work within the parameters of bblitical ﬁgcessity and
try at least to bring about an improvement in the licensing situation,
even if a complete abandonment »Of the repressive syStem was
beyond hope. Lilburne and Overton proved that obstinate resistance
and defiance of governmental - ordinances were at best minimally
effective, and the persistence and optimism for the future exhibited
by Milton in Areopagitica make it unlikely that he should choose to
abandon all efforts. It is quite possible, then, that Milton accepted
this seemingly contradictory position as a government censor in
order to further the cause put forth in Areopagitica. This view is
endorsed by William Riley Parker in his extensive biography of
Milton:

It would be strange indeed if, when coasidering the proposal
of the Council, Milton did not see public office as presenting
certain possibilities for effecting reforms which he had
fought for in vain as a private individual. If he did his work
well, he would undoubtedly have influence on, as well as
easy access to, the new leaders of government. Perhaps the

dreams of Areopagitica, for example, could at last come
true. (Parker 354)

Parker continues to explain that while we have no way of knowing
exactly what, if any, influence Milton was able to exert, it is
reasonable to assume that he would have taken advantage of all
opportunities at his command to effect the desired changé. As
Parker observes, the Bradshaw's Press Act, as finally passed by
Parliament on September 20, 1649, "is a truly extraordinary
document” (Parker 354):

Penned by a clever lawyer, it half conceals the art of a wise
statesman. On a superficial reading it seems even more
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severe than the previous law, and indeed, it does require
strict censorship of all newsletters. But :Milton, not missing
the point of the progress actually achieved, was able to
summarize it thus to his sympathetic friend, Samuel Hartlib:
'There are no licensors appointed by the last Act, so that
everybody may enter in his book without license, provided
the printer's or author's name be entered, that they may be
forthcoming if required.’ (Parker 354)

As Parker points out, the elimination of licensers was one of Milton's
‘major goals in writing Areopagitica. But while Milton's collaboration
with the Cromwellian regime may be optimistically credited with
having eased (or if not eased, at least changed and made less
repugnant)  the stringent controls exerted upon the press, real
strides toward the ideals described in Areopagitica were not made
until well after Milton's death.

Throughout the remainder of the seventeenth century and the
beginning of the eighteenth, the philosophical underpinnings of the
censoring system remained intact. Government was still largely
entrusted with the welfare of the voting public who were considered,
by both themselves and by magistrates, to be incapable of the
discernment required for complex philosophical and theological
questions. However, sometime during the second quarter of the
eighteenth century this sentiment began to change. In a landmark
trial held in New York in 1728, newspaper publisher Peter Zenger
was acquitted of charges of libel on the royal governor on the basis
of arguments for freedom of expression. This acquittal was granted
despite clear evidence that Zenger had published the offensive
material in question. This decision reflected the changing attitudes
toward both the role of government and the need for free exchange

of ideas, even when these ideas contradict governmental authority.
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As Siebert :_p_io_ies.&it | wds at this titﬁg that both the ansh ”ahﬁd‘
A,“,‘”i‘;’”, ppblics became ready to reconsider the ideals described in
Areopagitica : |
A new edition of Milton's Arcopdgiﬂcm the first since the
original publication in 1644, accomplished what the original

failed to achieve -- it aroused public support for the
philosophical principles of freedom of mind. (Siebert 383)

From this point changes in the attitude toward censorship and
the types of censorship practices altered appreciably. During the
latter half of the eighteenth and throughout the nineteenth century,
the emphasis of the censorship issue gradually shifted from concerns
over the suppression of anti-government propaganda to a concern
over the suppression of morally incorrect material. The sexual
explicitness of novels like D.H. Lawrence's Lady Chatterley’s Lover
became of more pressing concern to early twentieth-century society
than the anti-government propaganda that had concerned previous
generations.  This trend has continued into the present day.
Although the objects of censorship have changed a great deal during
the last three hundred years, the issue of censorship itself remains
relevant. As Donald Thomas points out in his study of the history of
literary censorship in England, "the relevant question at any stage of
human history is not 'Does censorship. exist?’ but rather, 'Under what
sort of censorship do we now live?"" (Thomas 7). It may be
accounted as yet more proof of Milton's keen prophetic insight that
these changes in the focus of censorship have improved rather than

detracted from the value of Milton's arguments in modern censorship
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debates -- barticularlyv those currently under consideration in
Canada' -l Lol ST _ L B . Tl R . . -
Recently, Mr. Justice Scott Wright of the Coun of ngen's Bench
in Winnipeg, Manitoba, acquitted a local video store owner of two
hundred and forty-two obscenity charges for stocking video material
which, according to newspaper reports, contained scenes of
homosexual bondage.  Wright's fifty-page decision justified the
acquittal through the use of distinctly Miltonic arguments:

Every limit on the circulation of obscene expression involves
the arbitrary removal of an individual's opportunity to
make his or her choice . . . free choice is part of the bedrock
of a democratic society. Temptation is necessary to allow
people to choose -- to choose to be right-mindad, or moral or

not. . . . Without temptation, can free choice fully exist?
(Canadian Press)

Whether or not Wright was directly inspired by Milton (the
newspaper report gives no information about the source of Wright's

philosophies) the arguments definitely originated with Milton:

What wisdome can there be to choose, what continence to
forbeare without the knowledge of evill? , . . . When God
gave him [Adam] reason, he gave him freedom to choose, for
reason is but choosing; he had bin else a meer artificiall
Adam, such an Adam as he is in the motions. We our selves
esteem not of that obedience, or love, or gift, which is of
force: God therefore let him free, set before him a
provoking object, ever almost in his eyes; herein consisted
his merit, herein the right of his reward, the praise of his
abstinance. (514, §527)

It is most interesting that Wright should choose Milton's arguments
to justify the selling of pornography, but what is still more
interesting is the reaction Wright's decision has received from his

colleagues. For example, Canadian Press reports that constitutional
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export and Towyer Tack London “called the Jdgement briliant
Accofding to kLoﬁid‘oi;‘; ‘:Wri‘ght's ,dépisipn is _pf:,‘enqﬁl"i‘ﬁg v@lﬁe: "It
should be required readiﬁg fdi evei'y high scﬁool ciaés _iti déﬁoqrdtic
government." The vast disctepancy between ihe total lack of
interest shown to Arcopagin’cd m 1644 ahd the great interest with
which these same arguments are currently being received by London
and others may be explained, at least in part, by the major societal
changes that have occurred in the years since Areopagitica was first
published. The most important of these changes is the shift from the
monarchical and oligarchical systems of government of the
seventeenth century to the democratic system now operating in the
western world.

Despite the fact that Milton was addressing a government that
saw itself as the decision maker for, and moral legislator of the
people, Milton based his arguments on what seemed to him to be the
only acceptable system for regulating moral choice: the individual's
reason. It is not surprising, then, that the parliamentary government
of 1644 should find little of relevance in Areopagitica, and it is
equally logical that modern democrats should find the document
thought-provoking and, to use London's word, "brilliant.”

Naturally, the specific media problems faced by the Parliament
of 1644 also had a great bearing on the document's reception. During
the three centurics that have elapsed since Areopagitica was first
published, the tense relationship that existed between the press and
government has been somewhat alleviated by experience.  The
revolutionary government's traditional bias against personal

freedoms was reinforced by their dread and fear of the powerful and




fﬁ&stcfioﬁé _iﬁfluc{ﬁ_ce_ y_vicl_ded by ,the préss, V‘l"od)gy.; although
@oiiiiéiahs ﬁo_ doubt snll quake at vth-e _prospec; of a sgdthing j_:»re_ss
reviéw. the dutqomes of sucli tcviews are piédictdble and the means
fof cémbatirig théﬁu are well uiiderstood. Iﬁ uiiy case, the coticept of
a frée press has become so well ehtrenched in- modern democratic
societies that even when governments are incapable of combating
negative press, legislated suppression remains an untenable solution.
Thus, the reallocation of power between government and the voting
public, and increased familiarity with the press must be credited
with inspiring the modern appreciation of Areopagitica, but the
current struggle to reconcile private beliefs to public standards of
morality is the strongest reason for the connection between modern
censorship debates and Milton's Areopagitica.

Inherent in the democratic systern of government is the
assumption that the wishes of the majority will prevail. Although
these assumptions meet with wide approval in most cases, the issue
of morality presents a unique stumbling block to this otherwise
satisfactory system. In their study of censorship cases in Canada,
authors Peter Birdsall and Delores Broten come to the following

conclusion:

Given today's large cities and diversity of moral standards, -
as well as the colossal and incredibly profitable market for

pornography, 'community consensus' merely becomes the

imposition of one minority's standards on those of another.

(Birdsall 57)

This "imposition" is deemed unsatisfactory as it results in the
violation of the principle of individual reason advocated by Milton.

The legislation of morality was still considered an appropriate
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‘governmental duty for the seventeenth-century parlismentarians,

although the type and source of this legislation was hotly comested.
John Goodwin and his party of Vlndiepe'adet‘ns _whs. ' a‘ioijg ‘with Miltb_n.
L_iib;iﬁie. arid Oﬁeﬁoﬁ. amoijg thé first to argue for the Al’ibeti'a'tion of
‘individual consciences, but this idea remaihed hnheéded for somc
time. Eventually, however, the powers of chuich and state were
divided and the beliefs in ireedom of conscience and religion became
entrenched in both public expectations and in constitutional law.  As
the recent pornographic video tape decision indicates, however, these
freedoms have not gone uncontested.

The unrestricted circulation of material advocating bigoiry and
sexual perversion has been successfully argued to have detrimental
effects upon society as a whole, and has, on this basis, been censored.
As Birdsall's and Broten's study indicates, the line between personal
freedom to communicate potentially offensive material and public
rights to prohibit dangerous material has not yet been clearly
defined. A va;'i'gty of different standards has been applied in an
effort to assess céntentious material. In some cases judgement has
depended upon the literary or artistic merits of the work; in other
cases even more arbitrary means have been used. The result of this
confusion can be seen in conflicting decisions on the same issue by
various Canadian judicial bodies, and in the vasi inconsistencies in
policing:

There appears [sic] to be no legal criteria for distinguishing
between pornography and erotica, or between pornography
and literature. In addition, ways of gauging community

standards are not provided by the Criminal Code. . . . The
police and local prosecutors are confused about what types

\\
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of action theycan off sitouidf take -ééhinsts i:bm dealers fsincé
they ' have no consistent legal council in the Criminal Code.
(Blrdsall 37

leeh the present confuslon over the question of governed moraluy.

it is no surprise that Wright's reintroduction of Milton's arguments
should be met with such applause. In Areopagitica, as Wright
discovered, the answer to the tricky question of what and how much
to censor can only be answered after a more basic fact is confronted:
the unyielding, ubiquitous nature of evil. With the discovery that
evil could never be eliminated even if everyone could agree on a
categorisation of evil and good, the question of censorship turns
back upon itself. The question is no longer how we get rid of evil,
but rather how we deal with it: how does one live in the presence of
evil but yet avoid it? It is this question that Milton answers so
simply and eloquently ir Areopagitica. The "immortal garland” of
virtue "is to be run for, not without dust and heat"(515). Not
everyone will strive toward virtue, and the efforts of those who do
will be challenged by the actions of those who do not. The solution
lies in learning to confront temptation rather than in attempting to
eliminate it.

Were Milton's adversaries able to foretell that Areopagitica
 would be used to defend the most offensive of pornographic
materials they would have noﬂ doubt derived much smug satisfaction
from the knowledge. Milton himself would have been disgusted at
this most blatant example of liberty being turned into license were
he presented with the modern situation without the benefit of
knowing life in the twentieth century. There is little doubt, however,

that the same mind which, in 1644, could conceive of personal
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fresdom amidst tyranny and could communicate such s profound

clear to _Areop:ag_itica's conclusions were he a member of
cohtempor&ry socicty. The gidviiy of ﬁibial decay may very Well be
deemed by Milton to be more severe today than it was in his own
time, but this change in degree does not alter the essential
truthfulness of his solution.

Thus, although born out of an urgent need to respond to a very
specific political circumstance, Areopagitica remains as relevant over
three hundred years later as it was in its own time. As is the case
with all truly great literature, Milton's timeless philosophies are
presented to his readers in a prose style that is at once engaging and
persuasive, challenging and complex. Through the literary beauty of
Aréopagitica Milton reaches across the centuries to touch the hearts
and souls of his modern readership; through the depth of his
understanding and the clarity of his thought he continues to motivate

the practical change he so desperately desired for his own time.
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